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INTRODUCTION 

The Burns District has prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA) to analyze gathering and 
removal of excess wild horses and implementation of population control measures on wild 
horses from the South Steens Herd Management Area (HMA) in order to achieve a thriving 
natural ecological balance and manage the wild horse population within Appropriate 
Management Level (AML) over a ten-year time frame.  Various methods of gathering and 
removal of wild horses are available (i.e. helicopter drive trapping, bait/water trapping, 
horseback drive trapping).  The method(s) to be used will be determined by the authorized 
officer. 

The purpose of the action is to return and maintain the wild horse population within the 
established AML on South Steens HMA, protect rangeland resources from deterioration 
associated with the overpopulation, and restore a natural ecological balance and multiple use 
relationship on public lands in the area consistent with the provisions of Section 1333(b) (2) of 
the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act (WFRHBA) of 1971.  The need for the action is to 
achieve a thriving natural ecological balance on the public lands; manage wild horses in a 
manner that assures significant progress is made toward achieving Land Health Standards for 
upland vegetation and riparian plant communities, watershed function, and habitat quality for 
animal populations; as well as to achieve other site-specific or landscape-level objectives 
(discussed below), including those necessary to protect and manage Threatened, Endangered, 
and Sensitive Species (H-4700-1, 4.1.5). Wild horse herd health is promoted by achieving and 
maintaining a thriving natural ecological balance.  The Steens Mountain Cooperative 
Management and Protection Area (CMPA) Record of Decision (ROD) and Resource 
Management Plan (RMP) and the Andrews Management Unit (AMU) ROD/RMP (both August 
2005) set a goal to “Manage and maintain healthy wild horse herds in established HMAs at 
AMLs to maintain a thriving natural ecological balance between wild horse populations, wildlife, 
livestock, vegetation resources, and other resource values…” (RMP-50) and allocated an AML 
of 159 to 304 AUMs for wild horses in the South Steens HMA (RMP-51).  The 2014 South 
Steens Allotment Management Plan (AMP) Environmental Assessment (EA) Decision states 
grazing “will conform to the utilization maximum of 50% for native key forage species 
(averaged within each pasture and including wild horse and wildlife use)…” (p.13); this target 
aids in determining the need for action to maintain a thriving natural ecological balance.   



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

SUMMARY OF THE PROPOSED ACTION 

The Proposed Action is designed to manage wild horse populations over a ten-year time frame 
and would incorporate two to three gather cycles.  Implementation of the proposed action would 
begin in the fall of 2015. 

Based on the June 2012 census which counted 383 horses and assuming a 20% population 
growth rate, the estimated wild horse population by fall 2015 would be approximately 662 adult 
wild horses (plus 132 foals). The first portion of the proposed action would be to gather 90% of 
the total wild horse population and remove horses down to the low end of AML.  This would 
mean if horses were gathered in 2015, approximately 715 horses, roughly 90 percent of the 
estimated herd size based on current estimates, would be gathered using the helicopter-drive 
method.  Approximately 503 excess adult wild horses would be removed from the South Steens 
HMA, included those that have strayed outside the HMA boundary, to re-establish the herd size 
at the low end of AML (159 animals).  The number of horses gathered and removed would be 
adjusted based upon the estimated herd size at the time of the gather.  Each helicopter gather 
would capture 90% of the herd and remove horses down to the low end of AML.  Each 
helicopter gather would take approximately one week.  BLM would plan to gather as soon as 
holding space becomes available and BLM’s Washington D.C. Office gives authorization.  The 
gather would be initiated following public notice on the Burns District web page 
http://www.blm.gov/or/districts/burns/index.php. No horses found outside of the HMA would be 
returned to the range. 

Bait, water, and horseback drive trapping would be available to supplement helicopter drive 
trapping, to use as a tool to remove excess horses in areas where concentrations of wild horses 
are detrimental to habitat conditions or other resources within the HMA, to remove wild horses 
from private lands or public lands outside the HMA boundary, to selectively remove a portion of 
excess horses for placement into the adoption program, or to capture horses for application of 
fertility control. Bait, water, or horseback drive trapping would be conducted as needed between 
helicopter drive gathers at any time throughout the year.  Bait, water trapping, and horseback 
drive trapping operations could take anywhere from one week to several months depending on 
the amount of animals to trap, weather conditions, or other considerations. Operations would be 
conducted either by contract or BLM personnel.  

Wild horses would be removed from the HMA following the selective removal strategy set forth 
in BLM Manual Section 4720.33. 

Captured wild horses would be released back into the HMA under the following criteria. 
 Released horses would be selected to maintain a diverse age structure of 80 mares and 79 

stallions (159 total = low AML); approximately a 50/50 sex ratio. 
 Released horses would be selected to maintain the saddle horse conformation.  The most 

common colors of pinto-variations—buckskins, duns and red duns—would have higher 
priority over the less common colors present.   

 Post-gather, every effort would be made to return released horses to the same general 
area from which they were gathered.   
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	 Approximately 60 mares (75 percent), age two or older, would be selected to be returned 
to the HMA after receiving fertility control treatment.   

A list of specific project design elements is included in the Proposed Action.  

BLM proposed one to two future gathers, 4 to 5 years following the initial proposed gather, over 
a period of the next ten years, following the date on the Decision Record for this document.  This 
ten-year timeframe enables BLM to determine the effectiveness of the proposed action at 
successfully maintaining population levels within AML in South Steens HMA.  

Monitoring would include; 

	 The BLM Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR) and Project Inspectors (PIs) 
assigned to the gather would be responsible for ensuring contract personnel abide by the 
contract specifications and the Gather SOPs (Appendix B). (Applies to all action 
alternatives). 

	 Ongoing monitoring of forage condition and utilization, water availability, and animal 
health as well as aerial population surveys would continue on the South Steens HMA. 
(Applies to all alternatives).  

	 Genetic monitoring would also continue following gathers and/or trapping.  If genetic 
monitoring indicates a loss of genetic diversity, the BLM would consider introduction of 
horses from HMAs in similar environments to maintain the projected genetic diversity. 
(Applies to all action alternatives). 

	 Fertility control monitoring would be conducted in accordance with the Population-level 
Fertility Control Treatments SOPs (Appendix E).  

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 

Consideration of the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) criteria for significance  
(40 CFR 1508.27), both with regard to context and intensity of impacts, is described below. 

Context 

The Proposed Action would occur in and around the South Steens HMA, where wild horses from 
this herd are present, and would have local impacts on affected interests, lands, and resources 
similar to and within the scope of those described and considered in the August 2004 
Andrews/Steens Proposed RMP (PRMP)/Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS).  There 
would be no substantial broad societal or regional impacts not previously considered in the 
PRMP/FEIS. The actions described represent anticipated program adjustments complying with 
the AMU/CMPA RMPs/RODs (August 2005), and implementing wild horse management 
programs within the scope and context of this document. 
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Intensity 

The CEQ's ten considerations for evaluating intensity (severity of effect) are: 

1. 	 Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse. The EA considered potential beneficial 
and adverse effects.  Project Design Elements were incorporated to reduce impacts.  
None of the effects are beyond the range of effects analyzed in the Andrews/Steens 
Proposed RMP/FEIS to which the EA is tiered.  

Grazing Management and Rangelands:  Reducing and maintaining the wild horse 
population within AML would result in some level of reduced competition between 
livestock and wild horses for available forage and water.  The combination of returning a 
50/50 sex ration and fertility treatment on 75% of the mares would result in a slower 
increase in the wild horse population allowing livestock to fully utilize all of their 
permitted AUMs for a maximum period of time.  Helicopter gather activities could result 
in direct affects by disturbing and dispersing the livestock present for a period of 5 to 7 
days. 

Noxious Weeds:  Reducing and maintaining the wild horse population within AML 
would allow the desirable vegetation to be more vigorous and competitive and provide 
less opportunity for new weed infestations. The fertility treatment may lengthen the time 
before horse numbers return to high AML which would allow the vegetation a longer 
time period in which to recover.  Trap sites would be highly disturbed but would be 
monitored for two years with any noxious weeds found treated in a timely manner using 
the most appropriate methods.  

Fish (including Special Status Species), Riparian Zones, Wetlands and Water Quality: 
The Proposed Action would reduce the number of horses in and near riparian areas.  As a 
result riparian areas would continue to make progress toward achieving Rangeland 
Health Standards. In turn, fish habitat improves as riparian conditions improve.   
Achieving AML for wild horses would also accelerate improvements of upland plant 
communities and increase capture and infiltration capability. 

Social and Economic Values: Comments received from the public for BLM gathers over 
the past few years have emphasized the desire for BLM to increase the use of fertility 
control in order to reduce the number of wild horses that have to be removed from the 
range or maintained in long term holding.  Costs associated with the proposed gather and 
implementation of the fertility control would be incurred under the Proposed Action.  
However, the cost and frequency of gathers would decrease if more effective fertility 
control treatments become approved and available for use on BLM wild horses.   

Livestock permittees would be able to continue grazing their cattle at permitted levels if 
the wild horse population was maintained within AML, further securing the possibility of 
economic benefits (i.e. income) for those permittees.  This would contribute to the local 
economies through taxes, the purchase of supplies, and other contributions to the local 
communities.  
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When horse numbers are kept within AML, BLM is able to manage for a natural 
ecological balance. Horses would have enough forage to maintain a healthy body 
condition throughout the year, which is what the public wants to see no matter if they are 
opposed to or proponents of gathers. 

Soils and Biological Soil Crusts (BSC): Removal of excess wild horses would prevent 
large areas of compaction and BSC loss and the application of fertility treatment would 
slow down the reproduction rate with the same outcome.  Removal and slowing the 
growth rate would also prevent over-grazing by wild horses.  Loss of vegetation exposes 
soils and biological soil crusts to wind and water erosion which would lead to excessive 
loss. 

Upland Vegetation: Reducing wild horse numbers to the lowest AML would reduce the 
chance of over-grazing of vegetation after livestock are removed from the pastures. 
Applying the fertility vaccine would slow down the reproductive rate which would 
reduce the grazing pressure over a longer period of time giving native vegetation a 
greater stronghold and preventing annual grasses from becoming more firmly established.  

Wild Horses: Reducing and then maintaining wild horse numbers within AML during 
the ten-year time frame of the proposed action using approved and available fertility 
control along with gathers when horses are found to be in excess of the high end of AML 
would reduce the risk of horses experiences periods of diminished available forage and/or 
water (i.e. during drought). Having a plan in place would allow BLM staff to monitor 
and take appropriate action when needed, before an emergency situation arises.  Using 
adaptive management that involves incorporating the use of the most promising methods 
of fertility control (as long as it is approved for use and available) may allow BLM to 
extend the years between gather cycles while continuing to maintain numbers within 
AML and providing for a thriving natural ecological balance.  Extending a gather cycle 
based upon a slowing of the population growth would extend the time between stressful 
events, such as gathers, put on horses. 

Wild and Scenic Rivers (WSR): Returning the wild horse population to AML would 
ensure overall Outstanding Resource Values (ORV) for WSR segments in the South 
Steens HMA are maintained for the following reasons:  

Scenic:  Gathering operations would have no effect on the Scenic ORV because 
gathering wild horses does not affect landforms or naturalness.  
Geologic:  Gathering operations would have no effect on the Geologic ORV because 
gathering wild horses has no impact on rare, unusual, or unique geological features. 
Recreational:  The effects to the Recreational ORV would be helicopter over-flights 
while wild horses are being gathered which would affect recreation activities during 
the gather operation. The sights and sounds of helicopters herding or searching for 
horses could disturb visitors who may be hunting or bird-watching or searching for 
solitude.  Once the wild horse gather has been completed there would be no more 
impacts to WSRs. 
Fish:  Gathering operations would have no effect on the Fish ORVs because trap 
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locations typically are placed on dry land.  However, horses crossing the South Fork 
of Donner und Blitzen WSR while being herded may disturb the bank and river 
bottom while they are crossing.  The impact to fish ORVs is not measurable because 
the disturbance is small relative to the size of the river.  See Fish section for further 
detail on individual fish populations. 
Wildlife:  Gathering operations would have no effect on the Wildlife ORV as it 
would have no effect to diversity and overall population of wildlife.  The ORV would 
remain unchanged and therefore unaffected.    
Vegetation:  Gathering operations would have no effect on the Vegetation ORV 
because the diversity of plant communities would remain unchanged during and after 
the gather. 

Wilderness: The Proposed Action would enhance a unique wilderness value by 
managing the wild horse population in a manner that imposes the least impact onto 
wilderness character. Under the Proposed Action, helicopter drive trapping and 
bait/water trapping would occur in the wilderness.  The 2012 BLM 6340 Management of 
Designated Wilderness Areas (Section 1.6.C.20) allows the use of prohibited uses when 
they are necessary to meet the minimum requirements for administering the area for the 
purpose of the Wilderness Act or where the uses are required under the Wild Free-
Roaming Horse and Burro Act of 1971.  

Wilderness Study Areas (WSA): Helicopter drive trapping and bait/water trapping would 
occur in WSA.  The 2012 BLM Manual 6330 Management of Wilderness Study Areas 
provides for wild horse and burro populations to be “[M]anaged at appropriate 
management levels so as to not exceed the productive capacity of the habitat (as 
determined by available science and monitoring activities), to ensure a thriving natural 
ecological balance, and to prevent impairment of wilderness characteristics, watershed 
function, and ecological processes.  The BLM should limit population growth or remove 
excess animals as necessary to prevent the impairment of the WSA” (BLM Manual 6330, 
Chapter 1.6.D.10.a.). 

Wildlife/Locally Important Species and Habitat: Some wildlife could be temporarily 
disturbed or displaced by the helicopter or by placement of traps.  Impacts would be short 
term (2 weeks) and many species of wildlife would return to regular use of the areas after 
the disturbance has passed. Reduction of wild horse numbers to AML would reduce 
utilization of forage and water resources by horses, reducing competition for these 
resources and allowing for improvement of habitat conditions for wildlife species. 

Special Status Species and Habitat - Sage-grouse: Horse numbers would be reduced to 
AML reducing the occurrence of large areas of uniform utilization at heavy intensities on 
a year-round basis. Residual grass cover provides horizontal screening at nest sites, in 
addition to screening from shrubs, which is believed to reduce predation.  Maintaining 
wild horse numbers with AML would aid BLM land managers in their ability to provide 
quality sage-grouse habitat in the quantities needed for their survival and the growth of 
populations. 
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2. 	 Degree to which the Proposed Action affects public health and safety. Every gather day 
is considered a public observation day unless the Agency Representative/Authorizing 
Officer has made a decision to temporarily close or restrict access on public lands due to 
availability of gather observation sites, safety concerns, or other considerations relevant 
to individual gather observations. Gather operations involve some level of inherent risk 
due to both the nature of working with wild animals and risks associated with normal 
helicopter operations. Risks are highest near the trap-site area.  The BLM generally 
allows members of the public an opportunity to safely view gather operations from 
designated observation areas near the trap-site and at temporary holding facilities, but 
they must be escorted to those areas by BLM personnel. The BLM would follow the 
policy and procedures established in IM 2013-058 Wild Horse and Burro Gathers: Public 
and Media Management for safe and transparent visitation by the public/media at wild 
horse and burro gather operations. 

3. 	 Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural 
resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically 
critical areas.  Other unique characteristics for the South Steens HMA include the 
Redband Trout Reserve (RTR), Fish and Riparian Areas, Special Status Species (SSS), 
Livestock Grazing Management, Wild and Scenic Rivers (WSR), Wilderness, and 
Wilderness Study Areas (WSA).  See Section 1 above for related impacts.  

4. 	 The degree to which effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be 
highly controversial.  Controversy in this context means disagreement about the nature of 
the effects, not expressions of opposition to the proposed action or preference among the 
alternatives. No unique or appreciable scientific controversy has been identified 
regarding the effects of the Proposed Action or alternatives. 

5. 	 Degree to which possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or 
involve unique or unknown risks.  The analysis has not shown there would be any unique 
or unknown risks to the human environment nor were any identified in the August 2004 
Andrews/Steens Proposed RMP/FEIS to which this proposal is tiered.  

6. 	 Degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant 
impacts or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration.  This project 
neither establishes a precedent nor represents a decision in principle about future actions. 
The Steens Act provided a unique opportunity to conserve, protect, and manage the long-
term ecological integrity of the CMPA.  In addition, gathering, removal, and other 
approved methods of population control of wild horses are ongoing and expected actions 
as outlined in the AMU/CMPA RMP/ROD (2005) and as analyzed in other EAs.  No 
long-term commitment of resources causing significant impacts was noted in the EA or 
RMP. 

7. 	Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but 
cumulatively significant impacts.  The environmental analysis did not reveal any 
cumulative effects beyond those already analyzed in the Andrews/Steens PRMP/FEIS 
(2004) which encompasses the South Steens HMA. 
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8. 	 Degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or 
objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  There 
are no features within the project area listed or eligible for listing in the National Register 
of Historic Places.  However, as part of the Project Design Features identified in the 
attached EA, trap sites would be inventoried for cultural resources prior to being set up.  
Sites eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places within the area of 
effect of trap sites would be avoided to mitigate potential effects.   

9. 	 The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species 
or its habitat. There are no known threatened or endangered species or their habitat 
affected by the Proposed Action or alternatives. 

10. 	 Whether an action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements 
imposed for the protection of the environment.  The Proposed Action and alternatives do 
not threaten to violate any law. The Proposed Action is in compliance with the 
AMU/CMPA RMP (2005), which provides direction for the protection of the 
environment on public lands.  

On the basis of the information contained in the EA and all other information available to me, it 
is my determination that:  1) The implementation of the Proposed Action or alternatives will not 
have significant environmental impacts beyond those already addressed in the Andrews/Steens 
PRMP/FEIS (August 2004); 2) The Proposed Action and alternatives are in conformance with 
the AMU/CMPA RMP/ROD (August 2005); 3) There would be no adverse societal or regional 
impacts and no adverse impacts to affected interests; and 4) The environmental effects, together 
with the proposed Project Design Features, against the tests of significance found at 40 CFR 
1508.27, do not constitute a major Federal action having a significant effect on the human 
environment.  Therefore, an EIS is not necessary and will not be prepared. 

Rhonda Karges Date 
Andrews/Steens Resource Area Field Manager 
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POPULATION MANAGEMENT PLAN FOR THE
 
SOUTH STEENS HERD MANAGEMENT AREA 


ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT DOI-BLM-OR-B070-2013-0027-EA 


CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION, PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION 

A. Introduction 

The Burns District Bureau of Land Management (BLM) proposes to gather and remove 
excess wild horses and implement population control measures on wild horses from the 
South Steens Herd Management Area (HMA) in order to achieve a thriving natural 
ecological balance and manage the wild horse population within Appropriate 
Management Level (AML) over a ten-year time frame.  Various methods of gathering 
and removal of wild horses are available (i.e. helicopter drive trapping, bait/water 
trapping, and horseback drive trapping). The method(s) to be used would be determined 
by the authorized officer.  

  Figure 1:  Photo example of helicopter drive trapping. 

1 




 

 
    

  
   

     

 

 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

 

Figure 2:  Basic bait trap set up. A water trap would be set up the same way but around water. 
This photo shows the gates tied back to allow horses/burros time to get used to going in and out 
of the trap.  After several days the far gate is closed and a trip wire set across the middle of the 
pen that will close the gate in the foreground. 

South Steens HMA is located in Harney County, Oregon approximately 75 miles south of 
Burns, Oregon (Appendix A - Vicinity Map).  The HMA contains 126,732 acres of 
BLM-managed land and is bordered by Catlow Valley to the west and the top of Steens 
Mountain to the east.  Topography varies from slightly rolling hills to steep, mountainous 
country. Elevation varies from approximately 4,000 to 7,400 feet.  Precipitation ranges 
upwards of 20 inches annually and comes mainly in the form of snow.  Temperatures 
vary from -40°F in winter to 95°F in summer.   

1. Purpose of and Need for Action 

The purpose of the action is to return and maintain the wild horse population 
within the established AML on South Steens HMA, protect rangeland resources 
from deterioration associated with overpopulation, and restore a natural ecological 
balance and multiple use relationship on public lands in the area consistent with 
the provisions of Section 1333(b) (2) of the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro 
Act (WFRHBA) of 1971.  The need for action is to achieve a thriving natural 
ecological balance on public lands; manage wild horses in a manner that assures 
significant progress is made toward achieving Land Health Standards for upland 
vegetation and riparian plant communities, watershed function, and habitat quality 
for animal populations; as well as other site-specific or landscape-level objectives 
(discussed below), including those necessary to protect and manage Threatened, 
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Endangered, and Sensitive Species (H-4700-1, 4.1.5).  Wild horse herd health is 
promoted by achieving and maintaining a thriving natural ecological balance.  
The Steens Mountain Cooperative Management and Protection Area (CMPA) 
Record of Decision (ROD) and Resource Management Plan (RMP) and the 
Andrews Management Unit ROD/RMP (both August 2005) set a goal to “Manage 
and maintain healthy wild horse herds in established HMAs at AMLs to maintain 
a thriving natural ecological balance between wild horse populations, wildlife, 
livestock, vegetation resources, and other resource values…” (RMP-50) and 
allocated an AML of 159 to 304 Animal Unit Months (AUM) for wild horses in 
the South Steens HMA (RMP-51). The 2014 South Steens Allotment 
Management Plan (AMP) Environmental Assessment (EA) Decision states 
grazing “will conform to the utilization maximum of 50% for native key forage 
species (averaged within each pasture and including wild horse and wildlife 
use)…” (p.13); this target aids in determining the need for action to maintain a 
thriving natural ecological balance. Based on utilization monitoring, excess wild 
horses are contributing to excessive utilization on herbaceous forage species 
within certain portions of the HMA.  Specifically, utilization monitoring in known 
horse use areas indicate by May 2012, horse use in Hollywood Pasture was 45 
percent; by May 2013, horse use in Hollywood Pasture was 47 percent; by early 
April 2014, in the main horse use area of Tombstone Pasture utilization was 42 
percent; and August 2013 horse use was severe (> than 81 percent) on Three 
Springs riparian vegetation. 

Landscape-level Objectives: 

CMPA ROD/RMP (2005, RMP-50) and the Andrews Management Unit (AMU) 
ROD/RMP (2005, RMP-50). 

Wild horse objectives are the same for each stated land use plan above with 
management direction specific to the land base covered by each plan.  The 
relevant objectives and actions follow. 

1.	 Designate/retain/adjust HMAs. 
2.	 Designate/retain/adjust Herd Areas in inactive status. 
3.	 Maintain/adjust AMLs and yearlong forage allocations for each HMA. 
4.	 Maintain a thriving natural ecological balance within HMAs. 
5.	 Maintain/improve year-round water sources to sustain wild horse herds. 
6.	 Maintain herd viability, genetic diversity, and the genetic and physical 

characteristics that distinguish individual herds. 

Management Direction 

The CMPA and AMU RODs/RMPs and Wilderness/Wild and Scenic River 
(WSR) Plan (2005): 
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	 “Wild horse numbers are managed through gathering, removal, and other 
approved methods of population control.  The initiation of gathering or 
other methods of population control are based on census data, herd health, 
rangeland health, productivity (as determined by rangeland monitoring 
studies), climatic conditions, and occurrence of catastrophic events such as 
wildland fire and drought. Wild horse numbers are normally reduced to 
the low end of the AML range when gatherings are conducted” (RMP-50, 
RMP-52, and P-49, respectively). 

	 “A diverse age structure and sex ratios ranging from 40 to 50 percent 
female and 50 to 60 percent male will be maintained.  Wild horses 
returned to the HMA after a gather will possess representative 
characteristics of herd conformation, size, color, and unique markings” 
(RMP-51, RMP-52, not in Wilderness/WSR Plan).  

	 “Permanent increases or decreases in AML and forage allocations will be 
considered if analysis of monitoring data indicates changes in long-term 
forage availability” (RMP-50, RMP-51, and P-49, respectively).  

2.	 Decision to be Made 

The BLM Authorized Officer will decide whether or not to gather and remove 
excess wild horses, whether to implement population control measures, and what 
method(s) to use for each.  The decision would affect wild horses within (and 
those that have strayed outside) the South Steens HMA.  The BLM Authorized 
Officer's decision would not set or adjust AML nor would it adjust livestock use, as 
these were set through previous decisions. 

B.	 Land Use Plan Conformance 

The Proposed Action and all action alternatives are in conformance with the goals, 
objectives, and management directions from the CMPA ROD/RMP (2005, RMP-50), the 
AMU ROD/RMP (2005, RMP-50) and the Steens Mountain WSRs Plan (2005, P-49), 
even though they are not specifically provided for, because they are clearly consistent 
with the following land use decisions and they are clearly consistent with the decisions 
outlined above under purpose and need for action. 

C.	 Conformance with Laws, Regulations, and Policy 

The Proposed Action and all action alternatives have been designed to conform to State, 
Tribal, Federal, and local land use plans, regulations, consultation requirements, and 
other authorities, which direct and provide the framework and official guidance for 
management of BLM lands within the Burns District: 

1. 	 Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971 (Public Law 92-195) as 
amended.  
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2. 	 Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Management (43 Code of Federal 
Regulations [CFR] 4700). The following are excerpts from 43 CFR 4700. 
a. 	 4720.1 - Removal of excess animals from public lands. "Upon 

examination of current information and a determination by the authorized 
officer that an excess of wild horses or burros exists, the authorized officer 
shall remove the excess animals immediately…"  

b. 	 4710.3-1 - Herd Management Areas. "Herd Management Areas shall be 
   established for maintenance of wild horse and burro herds." 

c. 	 4740.1 - Use of motor vehicles or aircraft.  “(a) Motor vehicles and 
aircraft may be used by the authorized officer in all phases of the 
administration of the Act, except that no motor vehicle or aircraft, other 
than helicopters, shall be used for the purpose of herding or chasing wild 
horses or burros for capture or destruction. All such use shall be conducted 
in a humane manner. (b) Before using helicopters or motor vehicles in the 
management of wild horses or burros, the authorized officer shall conduct 
a public hearing in the area where such use is to be made.” 

3. 	 BLM Wild Horses and Burros Management Handbook, H-4700-1 (June, 2010). 
4. 	 BLM Manual 6330 - Management of Wilderness Study Areas (WSA) (2012). 
5. 	 BLM Manual 5340 - Management of Designated Wilderness Areas (2012). 
6. 	 Wilderness Act, Public Law 88-577 (September 3, 1964). 
7. 	 Steens Mountain WSRs Plan Appendix P - CMPA and AMU RMPs/RODs 

(August 2005). 
8. 	National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 U.S.C. 4321-4347, 1970), 
9. 	 BLM NEPA Handbook, H-1790-1 (January, 2008), 

Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) (43 U.S.C. 1701, 1976), 
Section 302(b) of FLPMA, states, "all public lands are to be managed so as to 
prevent unnecessary or undue degradation of the lands." 

10. 	 Public Rangelands Improvement Act (43 U.S.C. 1901. 1978). 
11. 	 Standards for Rangeland Health and Guidelines for Livestock Grazing 

Management for Public Lands Administered by the BLM in the States 
of Oregon and Washington (1997). 

12. 	 Greater Sage-grouse and Sagebrush-steppe Ecosystems Management Guidelines 
BLM (2001), 

13. 	 BLM National Sage-grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy (2004). 
14. 	 Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Assessment and Strategy for Oregon (Hagen, 

2011). 
15. 	 Local Integrated Noxious Weed Control Plan (EA-OR-020-98-05), 1998. 
16. 	 Vegetation Treatment Using Herbicides on Bureau of Land Management Lands in 

17 Western States Programmatic Final Environmental Impact Statement (2010) 
and Record of Decision (2010). 

17. 	 Steens Mountain Travel Management Plan (EA OR-05-027-021), 2007. 
18. 	 Steens Mountain Cooperative Management and Protection Act of 2000, (Public 

Law 106-399). 
19. 	 South Steens Allotment Management Plan (EA-OR-06-027-060), 2014. 
20. 	 Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (ODEQ) Laws and Regulations. 
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21. 	 State, local, and Tribal laws, regulations, and land use plans. 
22. 	 All other Federal laws that are relevant to this document, even if not specifically 

identified. 

D.	 Scoping and Identification of Issues 

On April 12, 2013, the BLM mailed a scoping letter to interested individuals, groups, and 
agencies regarding the proposed removal of excess horses from the South Steens HMA.  
The scoping letter was also posted on the Burns District BLM Planning webpage at 
www.blm.gov/or/districts/burns/plans/index.php. Letters and e-mails were received from 
9,902 individuals and groups during the 15-day comment period.  The issues identified in 
those letters and e-mails received, along with issues identified during interdisciplinary 
team (IDT) meetings and through contact with other agencies, have been addressed by 
the BLM IDT. 

1.	 Issues for Analysis 

The following issues were raised by the public or BLM staff, or both, and are 
considered in detail in this EA. 

a. Could bait and/or water trapping alone be used in place of helicopter 
gathers? 
Addressed in Appendix D - Issues Considered but Not Analyzed in Detail. 

b. Will the public be notified and able to attend bait trapping? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A.1 Project Design Features Common to All 
Action Alternatives (A-D). 

c. How does permanent sterilization of horses change their behavior? 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.1  Wild Horses, Alternative C. 

d. 	 What is the definition of “thriving natural ecological balance”? 
Addressed in Chapter I.A.1 Purpose of and Need for Action. 

e. How will BLM avoid undue stress to foals and elderly horses during 
helicopter gathers? 
Addressed in Appendix B, Wild Horse and Burro Gathers: Comprehensive 
Animal Welfare Policy (IM No. 2013-059). 

f. How much will the proposed gather cost versus alternate methods to 
manage wild horse numbers (e.g. bait trapping, long-term fertility 
control.)? 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.7 Social and Economic Values. 

g. What time of year would helicopter gathers occur? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A.1 Project Design Features Common to All 
Action Alternatives (A-D). 

h. What time of year would bait and water trapping be conducted? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A.1 Project Design Features Common to All 
Action Alternatives (A–D). 

i. Has the use of PZP been effective at population management of the South 
Steens herd in the past? 
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Addressed in Chapter II.A.1  Wild Horses, Alternative A. 
j. 	 How can volunteers be used to accomplish population management 

actions for wild horses? 
Addressed in Appendix D - Issues Considered but Not Analyzed in Detail. 

k. 	 Can the following data be included in the EA: 
(1)	 previous census data;
 

Addressed in Chapter III.A.1 Wild Horses. 

(2)	  a breakdown of forage allocations in the South Steens HMA to 

    livestock; 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.3 Livestock Grazing Management. 

(3)	 wildlife; 
Addressed in Chapter III.A Wildlife and Locally Important 
Species. 

(4)	 wild horses;
 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.1 Wild Horses.
 

(5)	 actual livestock use for the past ten years; 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.3 Livestock Grazing Management. 

(6)	 all fencing in the HMA;
 
Addressed on Appendix F - HMA Map.
 

(7)	 all available genetic testing reports;
 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.1 Wild Horses. 


(8)	 comprehensive rangeland health studies; 
Addressed in Chapter III.A.2 Fisheries and Special Status Species - 
Fish, Riparian Zones, Wetlands, and Water Quality and in Chapter 
III.A.3 	Livestock Grazing Management.  

(9)	 all available water sources on private and public land; 
Addressed in Appendix G - South Steens HMA Reliable Water 
Map. 

l. If deemed necessary, how and why would a horse be euthanized? 
Addressed in Appendix C - Euthanasia of Wild Horses and Burros for 
Reasons Related to Health, Handling and Acts of Mercy (IM No. 2009
041). 

m. How will BLM maintain the genetic diversity and health of the South 
Steens herd? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses 
and Apply Available and Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

n. Can wild horses found outside the HMA boundary be relocated to the 
HMA instead of removing them? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses 
and Apply Available and Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

o. 	 What is the percentage of mares that need to be vaccinated with PZP for it 
be effective as a population control method? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses 
and Apply Available and Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

p. Can only select young animals be removed so they are more likely to be 
adopted? 

7 




 

     

    

 

 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	
 

 
	 		 	 	 	 	 	

 

 
 
 

  

  
  
  

 

  

 
	 	 		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	
 

 

Addressed in Chapter II.A Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses 
and Apply Available and Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

q. Can an adaptive management plan be in place to react to changing 
conditions and situations to alter management of wild horse numbers on a 
year to year basis? 
Addressed in Chapter II.A Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses 
and Apply Available and Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

2.	 Issues Considered but not Analyzed 

Issues considered but not analyzed can be found in Appendix D. 

CHAPTER II. PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES 

This section of the EA describes the Proposed Action and reasonable alternatives, including 
alternatives that were considered but eliminated from detailed analysis.  Reasonable alternatives 
are practical or feasible from the technical and economic standpoint and using common sense.  
The Proposed Action and alternatives represent a reasonable range to cover the full spectrum of 
alternatives which meet the purpose and need.  Five alternatives are considered in detail. 

1. 	 Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved 
Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action). 

2. 	 Alternative B:  Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment. 

3. 	 Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions. 
4. 	 Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 
5. 	 Alternative E:  No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

All Action Alternatives (A through D) were developed to respond to the identified resource 
issues and the Purpose and Need to differing degrees.  Alternative E, No Action, would not 
achieve the identified Purpose and Need, however, it is analyzed in this EA to provide a basis for 
comparison with all Action Alternatives and to assess the effects of not conducting a gather. 
Alternative E, No Action Alternative, does not conform to the WFRHBA which requires the 
BLM to immediately remove excess wild horses. 

A.	 Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and 
Approved Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Alternative A is designed to manage wild horse populations over a ten-year time frame 
and would incorporate two to three gather cycles.  Implementation of the Proposed 
Action would begin in the fall of 2015. 

Based on the June 2012 census which counted 383 horses and assuming a 20 percent 
population growth rate, the estimated wild horse population by fall 2015 would be 
approximately 662 adult wild horses (plus 132 foals).  The first portion of the proposed 
action would be to gather 90 percent of the total wild horse population and remove horses 
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down to the low end of AML. This would mean if horses were gathered in 2015, 
approximately 715 horses, roughly 90 percent of the estimated herd size based on current 
estimates, would be gathered using the helicopter-drive method.  Approximately 503 
excess adult wild horses would be removed from the South Steens HMA, included those 
that have strayed outside the HMA boundary, to re-establish the herd size at the low end 
of AML (159 animals).  The number of horses gathered and removed would be adjusted 
based upon the estimated herd size at the time of the gather.  Each helicopter gather 
would capture 90 percent of the herd and remove horses down to the low end of AML. 
Each helicopter gather would take approximately one week.  BLM would plan to gather 
as soon as holding space becomes available and BLM’s Washington D.C. Office gives 
authorization. The gather would be initiated following public notice on the Burns District 
webpage http://www.blm.gov/or/districts/burns/index.php. No horses found outside of 
the HMA would be returned to the range. 

Bait, water, and horseback drive trapping would be available to supplement helicopter 
drive trapping, to use as tools to remove excess horses in areas where concentrations of 
wild horses are detrimental to habitat conditions or other resources within the HMA, to 
remove wild horses from private lands or public lands outside the HMA boundary, to 
selectively remove a portion of excess horses for placement into the adoption program, or 
to capture horses for application of fertility control.  Bait, water, or horseback drive 
trapping would be conducted as needed between helicopter drive gathers at any time 
throughout the year. Bait, water trapping, and horseback drive trapping operations could 
take anywhere from one week to several months depending on the amount of animals to 
trap, weather conditions, or other considerations.  Operations would be conducted either 
by contract or BLM personnel. 

Site-specific removal criteria were never set for South Steens HMA; therefore, animals 
removed from the HMA would be chosen based on a selective removal strategy set forth 
in BLM Manual Section 4720.33. Wild horses would be removed in the following order: 
(1) First Priority: Age Class – Four Years and Younger; (2) Second Priority: Age Class – 
Eleven to Nineteen Years; (3) Third Priority: Age Class Five to Ten Years; and (4) 
Fourth Priority: Age Class Twenty Years and Older should not be permanently removed 
from the HMA unless specific exceptions prevent them from being turned back to the 
range. In general, this age group can survive in the HMA, but may have greater difficulty 
adapting to captivity and the stress of handling and shipping if removed.  BLM Manual 
Section 4720.33 further specifies some animals that should be removed irrespective of 
their age class. These animals include, but are not limited to, nuisance animals and 
animals residing outside the HMA or in an area of an inactive Herd Area (HA).  One 
caveat to these selective removal criteria would be the release of existing geldings back to 
the HMA. Following the last gather in 2009, 15 stallions were gelded and released back 
into the HMA.  If recaptured during future gather operations, these geldings would be 
returned to the range regardless of age. 

Captured wild horses would be released back into the HMA under the following criteria: 
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	 Released horses would be selected to maintain a diverse age structure of 80 mares 
and 79 stallions (159 total = low AML); approximately a 50/50 sex ratio. 

	 Released horses would be selected to maintain the saddle horse conformation. 
The most common colors of pinto-variations, buckskins, duns, and red duns 
would have higher priority over the less common colors present.   

	 Approximately 60 mares (75 percent), age two or older, would be selected to be 
returned to the HMA after receiving fertility control treatment.  These mares 
would be transported to the Burns Corral Facility where they would receive the 
first injection of their 2-injection native porcine zona pellucida (PZP) treatment.  
PZP is the most common form of immuno-contraception which stimulates the 
production of antibodies that bind sperm receptors on the egg’s surface, thereby 
preventing sperm attachment and fertilization (AG Sacco 1977, Nunez et. al., 
2010). Mares would be held at the facility on hay and water for 2–6 weeks until 
given the second liquid PZP injection. Refer to Figure 3 for a photo example of 
PZP application in a mare.  The BLM would then return the mares to the HMA.  
This type and method of fertility control treatment would be used in the initial 
gather but may be adjusted as advancements are made with available and 
approved fertility control treatments and methods.  PZP would be administered 
following IM No. 2009-090, Population-Level Fertility Control Field Trials: Herd 
Management Area (HMA) Selection, Vaccine Application, Monitoring and 
Reporting Requirements. 

Figure 3: Photo example of PZP application in a mare. 

Post-gather, every effort would be made to return released horses to the same general 
area from which they were gathered. 
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BLM proposes one to two future gathers, four to five years following the initial proposed 
gather, over a period of the next ten years (following the date on the Decision Record for 
this document).  This ten-year timeframe enables BLM to determine the effectiveness of 
the proposed action at successfully maintaining population levels within AML in South 
Steens HMA.  During the ten-year time frame helicopter gathers would be carried out 
under the same (or updated) Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) as Appendix B and 
the same selective removal criteria, population control measures, release criteria, and sex 
ratio adjustment strategies would be applied as described in the section above.  
Management actions described in Chapter II.B would also be implemented as described 
above. Adaptive management would be employed that incorporates the use of the most 
promising methods of fertility control (as long as it is approved for use and available).  
Future gather dates and target removal numbers for gathers within the next ten years 
would be determined based on future population surveys and a determination that 
“excess” horses exist within the HMA.  A notice to the public would be sent out 30 days 
prior to any future gather. 

Following the initial proposed gather to return the population to within AML, adaptive 
management would be used to maintain a thriving natural ecological balance with 
periodic gathers within the HMA over the next ten years.  “Adaptive management is 
about taking action to improve progress toward desired outcomes.” 
(www.doi.gov/initiatives, 2007). Knowing that uncertainties exist in managing for 
sustainable ecosystems and healthy wild horse populations, adjustments to the location 
and populations of wild horses within the HMA would be implemented.  To supplement 
helicopter drive trapping, bait/water or horseback drive trapping would be used to 
relocate or remove horses outside the HMA or to reduce wild horse numbers in areas 
experiencing heavy utilization levels (>50 percent current year’s standing crop) or other 
documented resource damage due to excessive concentrations of wild horses.    

1.	 Project Design Features Common to All Action Alternatives (A‐D) 

	 Time frame for comparison of all action alternatives is ten years. 

	 Helicopter drive gather and remove operations would take approximately 
7 days to complete. Several factors such as animal condition, herd health, 
weather conditions, or other considerations could result in adjustments in 
the schedule. 

	 Helicopter gather operations would be scheduled any time from July 1 
through February 28 in any year and would be conducted under contract.   

	 Trap sites would be selected within the pastures and areas where horses 
are located to the greatest extent possible and would follow the 
appropriate Wilderness and WSA guidance set forth in BLM Manual 6340 
Section 1.6(C) 20(d) (pp. 1–55) and BLM Manual 6330 Section 1.6(C) 
10(iii) (pp. 1–36). 
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Currently wild horses are known to reside in the Steens Mountain 
Wilderness west of Lauserica Road and east of the Donner und Blitzen 
River outside the HMA boundary (near Cold Springs area).  Horses are 
not known to reside in the Steens Mountain Wilderness east of Donner 
und Blitzen River inside the HMA boundary at this time but they have 
been there in the past (e.g. 20 horses were observed in this area during the 
July 2004 census and one horse was observed in this area during a 2009 
ODFW flight). 

	 Trap sites and temporary holding facilities would be located in previously 
used sites or other disturbed areas whenever possible.  These areas would 
be seeded with a seed mix appropriate to the specific site if bare soil 
exceeds more than ten square yards per location.  The seed applied on sites 
within WSA and wilderness would be a mix of native species while sites 
outside WSA would be seeded with a mix of desirable non-native species.   

	 Undisturbed areas identified as trap sites or holding facilities would be 
inventoried, prior to being used, for cultural and botanical resources. If 
cultural or botanical resources are encountered, these locations would not 
be utilized unless they could be modified to avoid affects to cultural 
resources. 

	 Trap sites and temporary holding facilities would be surveyed for noxious 
weeds prior to gather activities. Any weeds found would be treated using 
the most appropriate methods. All gather activity sites would be monitored 
for at least 2 years post-gather. Any weeds found would be treated using 
the most appropriate methods, as outlined in the 1998 Burns District Weed 
Management EA, or subsequent documents.   

	 All vehicles and equipment used during gather operations would be 
cleaned before and following implementation to guard against spreading 
of noxious weeds. 

	 Efforts would be made to keep trap and holding locations away from areas 
with noxious weed infestations. 

	 Gather sites would be noted and reported to range and weed personnel for 
monitoring and/or treatment of new and existing infestations.  

	 Maintenance may be conducted along roads accessing trap sites and 
holding facilities prior to the start of gather operations to ensure safe 
passage for vehicles hauling equipment and horses to and from these sites.  
Any gravel required for road maintenance is to be certified weed-free 
gravel. Road maintenance would be done in accordance with the Steens 
Mountain Travel Management Plan (2007).  A required 30-day notice of 
road maintenance within the CMPA would be placed on the Burns District 
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BLM website http://www.blm.gov/or/districts/burns/index.php, as a press 
release. No road maintenance will occur on ways. 

	 Gather and trapping operations would be conducted in accordance with the 
SOPs described in the Wild Horse and Burro Gathers: Comprehensive 
Animal Welfare Policy (IM No. 2013-059) which was created to establish 
policy and procedures to enable safe, efficient, and successful wild horse 
gather operations while ensuring humane care and treatment of all animals 
gathered (Appendix B).  

	 An Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) veterinarian 
would be onsite during the gather, as needed, to examine animals and 
make recommendations to BLM for care and treatment of the wild horses.  

	 Decisions to humanely euthanize animals in field situations would be 
made in conformance with BLM policy (Washington Office (WO) 
Instruction Memorandum (IM) 2009-041). Current policy reference: 
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/regulations/Instruction_Memos_and_B 
ulletins/national_instruction/2009/IM_2009-041.html. 

	 On all horses gathered (removed and returned), data including sex and age 
distribution would be recorded.  Additional information such as color, 
condition class information (using the Henneke, 1983, rating system), size, 
disposition of the animal and other information may also be recorded. 

Excess animals would be transported to Oregon’s Wild Horse and Burro 
Corral Facility via semi-truck and trailer where they would be prepared 
(freeze marked, vaccinated and dewormed) for adoption, sale (with 
limitations) or long-term pasture.  

	 Hair samples would be collected to assess genetic diversity of the herd, as 
outlined in WO IM 2009-062 (Wild Horse and Burro Genetic Baseline 
Sampling).  Hair samples would be collected from a minimum of 25 
percent of the post gather population (approximately 40 horses).  

	 Public and Media Management during helicopter gather and bait trapping 
operations would be conducted in accordance with WO IM 2013-058 
(Wild Horse and Burro Gathers (WH&B): Public and Media 
Management).  This IM establishes policy and procedures for safe and 
transparent visitation by the public and media at WH&B gather 
operations, while ensuring the humane treatment of wild horses and 
burros. 

	 Emergency gathers: BLM Manual 4720.22 defines emergency situations 
as an unexpected event that threatens the health and welfare of a wild 
horse or burro population, its habitat, wildlife habitat or rangeland 
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resources and health. Emergency gathers may be necessary during this 
ten-year time frame for reasons including disease, fire, insect infestation, 
or other events of catastrophic and unanticipated natural events that affect 
forage and water availability for wild horses. Emergency gather 
operations would follow the project design elements described in this 
section. 

2.	 Monitoring 

The BLM Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR) and Project Inspectors (PIs) 
assigned to the gather would be responsible for ensuring contract personnel abide by 
the contract specifications and the Gather SOPs (Appendix B) (applies to all action 
alternatives). 

Ongoing monitoring of forage condition and utilization, water availability, aerial 
population surveys and animal health would continue on the South Steens HMA 
(applies to all alternatives).  

Genetic monitoring would also continue following gathers and/or trapping.  If 
genetic monitoring indicates a loss of genetic diversity, the BLM would consider 
introduction of horses from HMAs in similar environments to maintain the 
projected genetic diversity (applies to all action alternatives A-D). 

Fertility control monitoring would be conducted in accordance with the 
Population-level Fertility Control Treatments SOPs (Appendix E). (Applies to 
Alternative C as well).  

B.	 Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved 
Fertility Treatment 

Alternative B would follow the same actions proposed in Alternative A (Proposed 
Action) with the exception of applying fertility treatment.  None of the animals returned 
to the HMA would have any fertility treatments conducted on them. 

C.	 Alternative C: Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

BLM’s 2011 Proposed Strategy for Future Management of America’s Wild Horses and 
Burros set forth goals, objectives and management actions for sustainable herds.  One 
objective was to “Use a wide range of fertility control and other population control 
measures to slow herd growth rates and better align the number of excess [wild horses] 
which need to be removed with the number of animals that can be placed in private care” 
(Proposed Strategy 2011).  Action 4 developed to address this objective is to “Consider 
incorporating a non-reproducing component in a number of HMAs, while maintaining the 
remainder of the herd as a self-sustaining (reproductive) population” (Proposed Strategy 
2011). 
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Alternative C would be the same as Alternative A (Proposed Action) with the addition of 
the gelding of 30 stallions selected to be returned to the range.  These 30 stallions would 
be gelded (castrated) and released back into the HMA to be managed as a non-
reproductive component in the HMA.  Under this alternative, 30 geldings, 65 mares, and 
64 stallions would be released to the range following the gather. This non-reproductive 
component would allow horses to remain on the range with a 50/50 ratio of mares to 
stallions. 

Approximately 1/3 of the male horses returned to the HMA would be geldings.  This 
proportion of non-reproducing horses in the overall population would allow BLM to 
observe how geldings transition into the social structure and utilize their habitat.  The 
information BLM collects on the geldings’ existence in the herd would help determine 
whether or not this type of fertility control should be continued in the future and/or in 
other HMAs. Monitoring would be conducted after the release of geldings into the HMA 
to observe behavior of individual animals and the herd during the first breeding season 
following the treatment.  As recommended in H-4700-1 (2010), monitoring should be 
designed to determine whether geldings interfere with breeding harems, if there is an 
increase in forage or water competition, and if geldings form bands or intermix with the 
breeding population. 

Stallions selected for gelding would meet the following requirements: five to 15 years of 
age, having a body condition score (Henneke 1983) of 4 or above, and fit the saddle horse 
conformation and color criteria discussed in the Proposed Action. 

Alternative C reflects the proposed management actions for sustainable herds contained 
within the BLM’s Proposed Wild Horse & Burro Strategy (2011) and is consistent with 
the intent of the WFRHBA (Section 1333[b][1]) to use sterilization as a means of 
population control. 

D. Alternative D: Gate Cut Removal 

Alternative D includes the same Gather SOPs (CAWP 2013) as the Proposed Action, but 
would only gather excess horses down to the low AML (159 animals) and end the gather. 
A gate cut removal is generally done to limit any additional stress on the wild horses 
within a defined gather area. In this situation, wild horses would be gathered and 
removed regardless of age class, sex ratio, color or conformation to reach the post gather 
target number.  All the animals captured would be removed from the HMA.  Fertility 
control would not be applied and no changes to the herd's existing sex ratio would be 
made.  Horses remaining in the HMA would not be managed to maintain the desirable 
characteristics of the South Steens herd. 

E. Alternative E: No Action ‐	Defer Gather and Removal 

Under Alternative E, No Action Alternative, no gather would occur and no additional 
management actions would be undertaken to control the size or sex ratio of the wild horse 
population at this time.  Current estimates of wild horses on the range indicate there are 
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552 adult horses within the HMA (fall 2014) and approximately 662 horses by fall 2015.  
Within one normal gather cycle, 4 years, wild horse numbers would increase to 
approximately 1,144 horses by fall 2018 under the no action alternative.  Wild horses 
ranging outside the HMA would remain in areas outside the HMA not designated for 
their management. 

F. Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Detailed Analysis 

1. Closure of HMA to Livestock Use 

This alternative was not brought forward for detailed analysis because it is outside 
the scope of this EA for analysis. Such an action would not be in conformance 
with the existing land use plans, Steens Mountain CMPA ROD/RMP (2005) and 
AMU ROD/RMP (2005), which authorize AUMs for wild horses and for 
livestock grazing in the allotments within South Steens HMA (Appendix A-O, 
pgs. J-10, J-12, and J-35). Where livestock grazing is found to limit achievement 
of standards and multiple-use objectives, management changes are required to 
meet habitat and other resource objectives (AMU ROD/RMP, 2005, RMP-54; 
CMPA ROD/RMP, 2005, RMP-53). Standards for Rangeland Health and 
Guidelines for Livestock Grazing Management (S&Gs) are being achieved on 
Lavoy Table and Frazier Field Allotments. For those S&Gs not achieved in South 
Steens Allotment with livestock being a causal factor, the South Steens Allotment 
Management Plan EA (2014) addressed changes to livestock grazing management 
and range improvements that would move toward achieving S&Gs.  In South 
Steens Allotment, livestock, wild horses and juniper were joint causal factors for 
not achieving Standards 2 and 4 (Riparian and Water Quality) Rangeland Health 
Standards in the Steens Pasture. The implementation of the 2014 South Steens 
Allotment Management Plan would move toward achieving Rangeland Health 
Standards without complete removal of livestock.  The closure of the HMA to 
livestock grazing without maintaining wild horse populations within AML would 
be inconsistent with the WFRHBA (1971) which directs the Secretary to 
immediately remove excess wild horses.  Livestock grazing is reduced or 
eliminated following the process outlined in the regulations found at 43 CFR Part 
4100. 

2. Complete Removal of Wild Horses from the HMA 

Complete removal of wild horses within the HMA was eliminated from detailed 
analysis because it would not be in conformance with the CMPA and AMU 
ROD/RMPs or the Steens Mountain Wilderness/WSR Plans (2005) which 
specifically authorize AUMs and reestablished AML for wild horse use in South 
Steens HMA on pages RMP-51, RMP-51 and P-48, respectively.  These LUPs 
each provide a management objective “To maintain/adjust AMLs and yearlong 
forage allocations for each HMA”; they do not include management direction to 
eliminate AML for wild horses.  Elimination of wild horses and closure of HMAs 
can only be conducted during the land use planning process or within an RMP 
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revision or amendment.  The Proposed Action is not a land use plan allocation; 
therefore, elimination of wild horses is outside the scope of this EA for analysis. 

3. Bait and Water Trapping Only 

An alternative considered but eliminated from detailed analysis was the use of bait  
and/or water trapping as the primary or sole gathering method.  The use of bait 
and water trapping, although effective in specific areas and circumstances, would 
not be timely, cost-effective or practical as the primary gather method for this 
HMA. However, water or bait trapping may be used as a supplementary approach 
to achieve the desired goals of Alternatives A-D if gather efficiencies are too low 
using a helicopter or a helicopter gather cannot be scheduled.  Water and bait 
trapping is an effective tool for specific management purposes such as removing 
groups of horses from an accessible concentration area.  The use of only bait and 
water trapping was dismissed from detailed analysis as it was determined this 
method would not fully meet the purpose and need for action as 81 percent of the 
HMA is either Designated Wilderness or WSA with very limited road access.  
The lack of adequate road access or ability for cross country motorized travel 
would make it technically infeasible to construct traps and safely transport 
captured wild horses from these areas of the HMA. 

4. Gather by Horseback Only 

Use of horseback drive-trapping to remove excess wild horses can be effective on 
a small scale (less than 50 horses); but due to the large geographic size of the 
HMA (126,732 BLM managed acres), access restrictions (e.g. limited roads, 
WSA and Wilderness designations) and approachability of the horses, this 
technique would be ineffective and impractical. Horseback drive-trapping is also 
labor intensive as compared to helicopter drive trapping.  Helicopter drive 
trapping would require approximately 7 days to gather this HMA vs. 2-3 months 
with 5 or more people during horseback drive-trapping.  Horseback drive trapping 
can also be dangerous to the domestic horses and riders herding the wild horses.  
For these reasons, this alternative was eliminated from further consideration. 

5. Intensive Fertility Control 

This alternative would encompass a ten-year time frame with an initial helicopter 
gather to bring the horse numbers down to the low end of AML.  This alternative 
is a fertility treatment program consisting of administration of a liquid primer 
dose of PZP (or an approved and available fertility vaccine) administered to all 
released mares (age two and older) at the time of the initial gather and an annual 
booster vaccination of liquid PZP or an approved and available fertility vaccine 
applied through remote darting.  The program would be designed to treat mares 
ages 2, 3, 4 and ages 11 through 20+. Following the initial primer dose and one 
year booster, all mares ages 5-10 would not be treated.  The intent of such an 
alternative would be to reduce the population growth rate each year, thereby 
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eliminating or reducing the need to remove horses through future bait or 
helicopter gathers.   

Although there are specific portions of the HMA where South Steens horses are 
easily approachable (e.g. Hollywood Pasture) to facilitate identification and 
darting, it was determined intensive fertility control alone would not fully meet 
the purpose and need of maintaining AML over the next ten years due to the high 
elevation and limited access within 81 percent of this HMA (discussed in #4 
above), locating, identifying, and successfully darting all individual mares during 
late winter or early spring each year would be technically infeasible across the 
HMA. When identifying the most promising fertility-control methods, the 
National Academy of Sciences (2013) concluded there are HMAs in which 
remote delivery (e.g., darting) is possible, but these seem to be exceptions.  Given 
the current fertility-control options, remote delivery appears not to be a practical 
characteristic of an effective population management tool, but it could be useful 
in some scenarios (National Academy of Sciences, 2013).  Access to animals for 
timely inoculation and other management constraints may affect the utility of PZP 
as a management tool for western feral horse populations (Ransom et al. 2011).   

CHAPTER III. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONSEQUENCES 

The following environmental consequences discussions describe all expected effects including 
direct, indirect, and cumulative on resources from enacting the proposed alternatives.  The EA 
describes the current state of the environment (Affected Environment by resource, Chapter III) 
which includes the effects of past actions. In addition, the Introduction Section of this EA, 
specifically the Purpose of and Need for Action, identifies past actions creating the current 
situation. 

Reasonably Foreseeable Future Actions (RFFA) include those Federal and non-Federal activities 
not yet undertaken, but sufficiently likely to occur, that a Responsible Official of ordinary 
prudence would take such activities into account in reaching a decision.  These Federal and non-
Federal activities that must be taken into account in the analysis of cumulative impact include, 
but are not limited to, activities for which there are existing decisions, funding, or proposals 
identified by the bureau. RFFAs do not include those actions that are highly speculative or 
indefinite. RFFAs for this site are continued livestock grazing, the South Steens Allotment 
Management Plan (AMP) EA Decision, wild horse use, weed treatments, road maintenance, 
recreation activities, the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project, and the Comprehensive 
Recreation Plan; these are also relevant to cumulative effects and are discussed under each 
resource, as applicable. 

The 2014 South Steens AMP EA Decision renews the ten-year term livestock grazing permit, 
including adjustments in the season of use, a livestock grazing management design that provides 
periodic growing season rest for plant species; two riparian protection fences to achieve 
Rangeland Health Standards (1997); one fence relocation, and one well for livestock, wild horse, 
and wildlife use. 
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The North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project (North Steens Project) EIS-OR-05-027-033 is a 
landscape-level project, the goal of which is to reduce juniper-related fuel loading, and improve 
the ecological health of the area, by encouraging a healthy functioning ecosystem through 
appropriate land treatments.  Treatment techniques include a combination of prescribed fire, 
juniper treatments, fencing, seeding, and planting in order to reduce fuel loads, restore vegetative 
communities, improve habitat, and increase forage for wildlife.  Project activities will primarily 
occur above 4,500 feet and below 7,200 feet, concentrating on the "juniper belt".  Approximately 
99 percent of the South Steens HMA lies within the North Steens Project Area. 

The North Steens 230-kV Transmission Line Project ROD was signed on December 28, 2011, by 
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar in Washington D.C.  The ROD contains a right-of-way 
(ROW) grant decision under Title V of the FLPMA.  The BLM's decision is to issue new ROW 
grants to Echanis, LLC (Echanis) for a 230-kV overhead electric transmission line, new and 
existing access roads, overland access routes, and temporary tensioning sites.  The FEIS was 
made available on October 21, 2011.  On March 16, 2012, the BLM issued a ROW to Echanis, 
LLC for the North Steens Transmission Line Project.  All of the wind farm developments and 
portions of the transmission line are on private land, but were analyzed in the Final EIS as a 
connected action under NEPA. The Echanis Wind Energy Project Site (located completely on 
private land) is more than 15.5 miles from the eastern edge of the South Steens HMA. 

Currently, a Comprehensive Recreation Plan for the CMPA EA is being developed by the BLM, 
which may affect some resources; however, this document is subject to change based on public 
comments in future NEPA analysis and subsequent administrative remedies.  The CRP EA 
encompasses the HMA but the projects proposed have no measurable effect on wild horse 
management as they involve moving a gate that is not attached to fences, continued road 
maintenance, a new hiking trail leading into the HMA, winter recreation permits limited by 
policy, and an interpretive sign. Increased recreation in the HMA is expected but not to the point 
where effects could be measured.  Therefore, this plan is not being considered an RFFA or 
included in the analysis of cumulative impacts. 

The IDT reviewed the elements of the human environment, as required by law, regulation, 
Executive Order, and policy, to determine if they would be affected by any of the alternatives. 
An IDT has reviewed and identified issues and resources affected by the alternatives.  The results 
are summarized in the Table 1.  Affected resources with issue questions are in bold in the 
following table. 
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Table 1: Affected Environment 
Identified Resource  Status 

Affected; 

Not 
Affected; 

Not 
Present. 

Explanation  

If Affected (BOLD); Reference Applicable EA Chapter and Section. 

If Not Affected, explanation required. 

If Not Present, explanation required. 
Areas of Critical 
Environmental Concern 
(ACECs) 

Not 
Present 

There are no ACECs within this HMA. 

Air Quality (Clean Air 
Act) 

Not 
Affected 

Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) is responsible for air quality 
permit requirements at facilities and for operations in Oregon. DEQ 
currently requires no air quality permit for existing operations in the project 
area.  The dust produced from wild horse movement, helicopter operations, 
and vehicle use would be intermittent and not measurable. 

American Indian 
Traditional Practices 

Not 
Affected 

No American Indian Traditional Practices areas are known to occur within 
the HMA. 

Cultural Heritage 
Not 

Affected 

No cultural resources would be affected during the horse gather process. 
Any cultural resources found within trap areas would be avoided by project 
re-design prior to implementation. 

Environmental Justice 
(Executive Order 
12898) 

Not 
Present 

The Proposed Action and alternatives would not have disproportionately 
high and adverse human health or environmental effects on minority 
populations and low-income populations; as such populations do not exist 
within the project area. 

Farmlands (prime or 
unique) 

Not 
Present 

There are no prime or unique farmlands in the HMA. 

Fisheries Affected 

Since effects to fish species would be the result of effects to their habitat 
(e.g. vegetative cover, water temperature or increased sediment), 
effects to fish are combined with Riparian Zones, Wetlands, and Water 
Quality and addressed in Chapter III.A.2 of this document. 

Flood Plains 
(Executive Order 
13112) 

Not 
Present 

There is no occupancy or modification of flood plains and no risk of flood 
loss. 

Grazing Management 
and Rangelands 

Affected See Chapter III.A.3 

Hazardous or Solid 
Waste 

Not 
Present 

No solid or hazardous waste would be created by implementation of any of 
the alternatives.  There are no known or disclosed sites currently in the 
HMA. 

Lands and Realty 
Not 

Affected 

Cooperative Agreements between BLM and private landowners would be 
developed for access and use of private land for gather operations and trap 
sites. 

Migratory Bird Treaty 
Act (Executive Order 
13186) 

Not 
Affected 

No migratory birds would be present during the general helicopter gather 
period for this HMA so there is no effect to migratory birds or their habitat. 
Bait/Water trapping could have an effect to migratory bird habitat on such a 
small portion of the existing habitat (approximately 0.5 acre) that the effect 
to individual migratory birds would not be measurable; there would be no 
effect to migratory bird populations. 

Noxious Weeds 
(Executive Order 
13112) 

Affected See Chapter III.A.6 

Paleontology Not Paleontological resources are not known to occur within the HMA. 

20 




 

 

 
   

  
  

  
   

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
   

 
 

 

  
  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  

   
  

  
 

  

 

 
      

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Present 

Recreation and Visual 
Resources 

Not 
Affected 

There would be no measurable effect to recreation or visual resources as the 
actions would be temporary in nature.  Any measurable effects to recreation 
under the No Action Alternative would be considered in the Wildlife 
(Chapter III, Part A.5), Social and Economic Values (Chapter III, Part A.7) 
and Upland Vegetation (Chapter III, Part A.4) sections of this EA.  There 
would be no effect to Visual Resources under the No Action Alternative. 

Riparian Zones, 
Wetlands, and Water 
Quality (Executive 
Order 11990) 

Affected See Chapter III.A.2 

Social and Economic 
Values 

Affected See Chapter III.A.7 

Soils and Biological 
Soil Crusts (BSCs) 

Affected See Chapter III.A.8 

SSS 
and 
Habitat 

Wildlife Affected See Chapter III.A.12 

Plants 
Not 

Present 

There are no documented Special Status Species (SSS) plants or designated 
critical habitat within the South Steens HMA; however, if SSS plants are 
found during the botanical clearance, these sites would be flagged and 
avoided. 

Fish Affected 

Since effects to special status fish would be the result of effects to their 
habitat (e.g. vegetative cover, water temperature, or increased 
sediment), effects to fish are combined with Riparian Zones, Wetlands, 
and Water Quality and addressed in Chapter III, Part A.2 of this 
document. 

T/E 
Species 
or 
Habitat 

Wildlife 
Not 

Present 
There are no known Threatened and Endangered (T/E) species or their 
habitat found within the HMA. 

Plants 
Not 

Present 
No known T/E species or designated critical habitat are found within the 
HMA. 

Fish 
Not 

Present 
There are no T/E Fish Species or Habitat within the HMA. 

Upland Vegetation Affected See Chapter III.A.4 
Wild Horses Affected See Chapter III.A.1 
Wild and Scenic 
Rivers (WSRs) 

Affected See Chapter III.A.9 

Wilderness Affected See Chapter III.A.10 

Wilderness Study 
Areas (WSAs) 

Affected See Chapter III.A.11 

Wilderness 
Characteristics 

Not 
Present 

No changes to conditions within South Steens HMA were identified that 

would modify prior determinations. For further detail see Appendix D - 

Issues Considered but Not Analyzed in Detail. 
Wildlife / Locally 
Important Species and 
Habitat 

Affected See Chapter III.A.5 
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Resources Identified as Affected 

A. Wild Horses 

Affected Environment - Wild Horses 

Habitat for wild horses is composed of four essential components: forage, water, cover, 
and space. These components must be present within the HMA in sufficient amounts to 
sustain healthy wild horse populations and healthy rangelands over the long term (H
4700-1 2010, Ch.3). Escalating problems are defined as conditions that deteriorate over 
time (H-4700-1 2010, 4.7.7). The key indicator of an escalating problem is a decline in 
the amount of forage or water available for wild horse use, which result in negative 
impacts to animal condition and rangeland health. Causal factors are normally drought or 
animal numbers in excess of AML (H-4700-1 2010, 4.7.1). 

The South Steens HMA encompasses 134,491 total acres; including 126,717 BLM-
managed acres, 7,728 privately-owned acres, 14 acres of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
land, and 0.3 acre of State land. Approximately 97 percent of the HMA lies within the 
CMPA (Map F). In 1979, the entire South Steens HA was all actively managed as an 
HMA. The 1979 South Steens Herd Management Area Plan (HMAP) allocated to the 
HMA 175,605 acres of federal land, 12,390 acres of state land, and 64,240 acres of 
private land for a total of 252,235 acres. The AML was established as 150-300 animals 
in the original 1979 HMAP. However, as a result of the 1982 Andrews Management 
Framework Plan (MFP), the 1984 Andrews Rangeland Program Summary (RPS), 1984 
State Land Exchange, and 2000 Steens Act Land Exchanges, the HMA boundary has 
been changed several times which separated the active HMA acreage from inactive HA 
acres. The 1984 Andrews RPS reduced the size of the South Steens HMA by eliminating 
the Alvord Peak area where there was existing forage conflict between horses and 
bighorn sheep (no specific acreage was given).  The 1984 State Land Exchanges added 
9,151 Acres to the South Steens HA in order to block up the BLM-managed lands.  Since 
the early 1980s, 34,745 acres within the original HA have been disposed and 27,290 
acres have been acquired through multiple land exchanges including the Steens Act Land 
Exchanges which had the purpose of “protecting and consolidating Federal lands within 
the CMPA” (Steens Act 2000). Since 1979, the original active HA acres went from 
252,235 total acres to 134,491 total acres in the HMA and 146,256 total acres within the 
inactive HA. Current boundaries for the HMA and inactive HA were finalized in the 
2005 AMU and 2005 CMPA ROD/RMPs. Although the HMA boundary adjustments 
had to be made due to loss of private lands, the AML was not adjusted due to lack of 
monitoring data to support a change.  Approximately 75 percent of wild horse summer 
range containing the most reliable water in the HMA and most of the winter range have 
been lost following land exchanges over the years. Wild horse management has been 
impacted as the water sources lost in the exchanges were not replaced.  The RMP states 
that "Permanent increases or decreases in AML and forage allocations will be considered 
if analysis of monitoring data indicates changes in long-term forage availability" (CMPA 
ROD/RMP, p. 50). 
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Currently, wild horse numbers in South Steens HMA are to be maintained within an 
AML of 159 to 304 animals (CMPA ROD/RMP and AMU RMP/ROD, 2005).  This 
number has only been slightly modified (increased by a total of 4 animals) since the 
original 1979 determination, despite over a 50 percent reduction in the size of the HMA.  
Forage is allocated to ensure enough feed exists within the HMA to sustain AML of 304 
horses throughout the year. Wild horses are allocated 3,648 AUMs of forage.   

The South Steens HMA horses exhibit saddle horse conformation, and the most  
common colors are pinto variations, sorrel, bay, and red roan with several other  
colors present.  

Figure 4: Example photo of the conformation and variety of color found in the South Steens horses. 

The HMA was last gathered to the low end of AML in 2009.  Horses came 
off the range in good health and quality, reflective of past management actions that 
returned the best animals to the range, thereby, improving and maintaining characteristics 
of good conformation, size, color, and temperament.  Of the 71 mares returned to the 
HMA, 59 were treated with the 2-year Porcine Zona Pellucida (PZP-22) fertility control 
vaccine. Eight mares were not captured during the gather, so there were a total of 79 
mares remaining in the HMA following the gather.  A June 2012 helicopter inventory 
documented a total of 383 wild horses (333 adults and 50 foals), within the HMA 
(Appendix F - HMA Map). The direct count census of 383 wild horses in just three years 
indicates the ineffectiveness of treating 75 percent of mares with PZP, a reproductive rate 
of over the expected 20 percent, more horses than the low end of AML (159) were 
remaining in the HMA following the 2009 gather, and/or a combination of all three.  
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Assuming a 20 percent population growth rate from June 2012 through fall 2014, the 
estimated wild horse population is 552 adult wild horses (plus 110 foals).  Use by wild 
horses exceeds the forage allocated to their use (3,648 AUMs at high AML) by 
approximately 2,976 AUMs.  Herbaceous forage utilization monitoring documents heavy 
(61-80 percent) to severe (>81 percent) utilization levels in portions of the HMA 
experiencing concentrated wild horse use. In 2008, an IDT identified wild horses as a 
causal factor for failing to achieve Rangeland Health Standard 2 - Watershed Function, 
Riparian/Wetland Areas and Standard 4 - Water Quality within the Steens Pasture of the 
HMA. Field observations in 2012, 2013, and 2014, document poor water availability 
across the HMA due to below average precipitation.  Large concentrations of wild horses 
(75+) have been observed around these limited water sources, exacerbating 
overutilization and trailing within these areas.  

Genetics analysis was completed by E. Gus Cothran from Texas A&M University using 
blood samples collected from 41 horses during the 2004 gather and hair samples 
collected from 31 horses during the 2009 gather.  Table 2 is a summary of the two genetic 
reports within South Steens HMA.  The observed heterozygosity (Ho) is a measure of 
how much diversity is found, on average, within individual animals in a wild horse herd 
and is insensitive to sample size, although the larger the sample, the more robust the 
estimate. Ho values below the mean for feral populations are an indication that the wild 
horse herd may have diversity issues.  Herds with Ho values that are one standard 
deviation below the mean are considered at critical risk.  The Fis is the estimated 
inbreeding level (ratio of 1-Ho/He). Fis levels greater than 0.25 are considered the 
critical level and suggestive of an inbreeding problem. 

Table 2: South Steens HMA 2004 and 2009 Genetic Variability Measures Comparison. 

South Steens HMA - Genetic Variability Measures 

Ho Fis 

2004 (blood samples) 0.439 -0.095 

2009 (hair samples) 0.758 -0.023 

Critical level 
<0.66 (hair) 

>0.25
<0.310 (blood) 

Wild Horse Mean 0.716 -0.012 

Domestic Horse Mean 0.71 0.012 

Genetic similarity results suggest a herd with mixed ancestry is primarily North  
American riding stock and possibly Thoroughbred, although this may be due to Quarter 
Horse ancestry (Cothran 2010). Cothran (2010) summarized that current variability 
levels are high enough that no action is needed at this point; although, with all herds with 
numbers less than several hundred, the herd should continue to be monitored.  If 
interbreeding with neighboring herds in possible, this would allow for increased variation 
(Cothran 2010). Full genetic reports from the 2004 gather (Cothran 2008) and 2009 
gather (Cothran 2010) are available at the Burns District Office.   
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South Steens HMA encompasses the South Steens (6002) and Frazier Field (6006) 
Allotments as well as two pastures in Lavoy Tables (6031) Allotment.  Cattle are the 
livestock type authorized for these allotments.  McInnis and Vavra (1987) found at least 
88 percent of the mean annual diets of horses and cattle consisted of grasses; therefore, 
there is a direct competition for forage within these allotments.  In McInnis and Vavra’s 
(1987) work, horses and cattle showed predilection for many of the same forages, and 
dietary overlap was substantial (62–78%) every season.  In addition, dietary overlap 
between horses and cattle grazing common sagebrush-grassland range in eastern Oregon 
average 67, 69, and 72 percent during spring, summer, and winter, respectively (Vavra 
and Sneva 1978). “Dietary overlap is not sufficient evidence for exploitative competition 
(Colwell and Futuyma 1971), and consequences of overlap partially depend upon 
availability of the resource.” (McInnis and Vavra 1987).  Site observations and utilization 
studies indicate wild horse utilization patterns are similar to livestock; however, wild 
horses will typically use range farther from water than cattle.  Miller (1983) found that 
wild horses generally stay within 4.8 km (2.98 miles) of a water source during the 
summer, while Pellegrini (1971 as cited in Miller 1983) found wild horses will roam up 
to seven miles from water before returning.  Green and Green (1977, as cited in Miller 
1983) found wild horses range from three to seven miles from a water source, but the 
distance is related to forage availability. When water and forage are available together, 
the range will be smaller, and when they are not available together wild horses 
concentrate in areas of ample forage and travel further distances to water (Green and 
Green 1977, as cited in Miller 1983). 

Of the 134,490 total acres within the South Steens HMA, there are 31 reliable water 
sources (reliable meaning water is available late into the grazing season, from 
approximately July through October, in most years), in addition to Home Creek in the 
Home Creek Pasture, Tabor Cabin water gap in Steens Pasture, and the perennial streams 
in the Steens Mountain Wilderness portion of the HMA.  There are 22 waterholes with 
variable reliability (some years they hold water late into the year and some they do not) 
and 32 unreliable waterholes (not holding late season water in most years). Appendix G - 
South Steens HMA Reliable Water Map identifies which water sources regularly provide 
water late in the year for wild horses and livestock.  In general, existing waterholes were 
located on the western half of the HMA as the Donner und Blitzen River was historically 
available for livestock and wild horse watering, servicing the eastern portion of the 
HMA. Therefore, waterholes currently present have poor distribution with few reliable 
water sources in the vicinity just west of the Donner und Blitzen River.  Two of the 
reliable waterholes, a reliable spring, and a portion of Home Creek are located on private 
property. In 2014, a Cooperative Management Agreement between BLM and the land 
owner was signed to allow wild horses access to all the same water sources available to 
livestock while the landowner holds the grazing permit for South Steens Allotment.  The 
water sources include naturally occurring water sources and water developments on 
private land. In addition to the constructed water sources, wild horses are also able to 
water at four undeveloped spring complexes, which typically become muddy (water 
quality becomes poor) as the season progresses due to wild horse and cattle use, as well 
as Home Creek and the perennial streams and springs in the Steens Mountain Wilderness 
portion of the HMA. As the water becomes less readily available later into the season, 
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the use areas of the wild horses tend to shrink as they congregate around those perennial 
sources. Unprotected springs and streams receive increased utilization and riparian areas 
often times become trampled and risk degradation (see Section 2:  Fisheries and Special 
Status Species - Fish, Riparian Zones, Wetlands and Water Quality). 

There are several wild horse concentration areas in the HMA including the Three Springs 
Area, the area north of Burnt Car Road and Hollywood Pasture.  A scattering of horses do 
reside in the wilderness areas of the HMA and outside the HMA.  Currently wild horses 
are known to reside in the Steens Mountain Wilderness west of Lauserica Road and east 
of the Donner und Blitzen River outside the HMA boundary (near Cold Springs area). 
Horses are not known to reside in the Steens Mountain Wilderness east of Donner und 
Blitzen River inside the HMA boundary at this time but they have been there in the past 
(e.g. 20 horses were observed in this area during the July 2004 census and one horse was 
observed in this area during a 2009 Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife [ODFW] 
flight). 

The most common management action that occurs within the project area for wild horses 
is horse gathers, which are to be done as the herd reaches the maximum established AML 
number and when monitoring data (census, utilization, use supervision, etc.) indicate 
ecological balance would be exceeded.  Depending on reproductive rates, results of 
rangeland monitoring data, funding, and management considerations, horses within the 
HMAs are typically gathered and removed on a four to five year cycle.  Since 1998, there 
have been numerous census counts, gathers, and releases within the HMA.  Table 3 
shows the wild horse counts for each activity occurring since 1998.  Table 4 shows 
details of horses gathered, returned to range, and remaining on the range following the 
2009 gather. 

Table 3: South Steens HMA - Census and Gather History since 1998 

Year Activity Number of Horses 

August 1998 Census 271 
Oct. 1998 Gather 259 
Oct. 1998 Release 91 
June 2001 Census 321 
Sept. 2002 Census 387 
Oct. 2004 Gather 376 
Oct. 2004 Release 101 
July 2009 Census 491 
Nov. 2009 Gather 376 
Nov. 2009 Release 143 
June 2012 Census 383 
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Table 4: South Steens HMA - Data from 2009 gather. 

Year Activity 
Number 

of 
Horses 

Horses 
Gathered 

Removed Returned 
Horses 

Not 
Gathered 

Estimated 
Remaining 

in HMA 
post 

Gather 

Sex 
Ratio 
post 

Gather 

Mares 
Treated 
w/ PZP 

Jul-09 Census 491 
Nov

09 
Gather 482 340 142 1 22 2 164 50/50 59 3 

1 Of the horses returned to the HMA, 71 were mares, 57 studs and 15 geldings. 
2 The sex ratio of the horses not gathered was 8 mares and 9 studs with 5 foals, with a possibility of additional horses remaining that were not 
observed.. 

3 83 percent of the mares returned were treated with PZP.  75 percent of the mares remaining in the HMA were treated with PZP. 

An increase in forage use is expected as populations grow.  This, coupled with drought 
for the past three growing seasons, creates a grim outlook for forage and water 
availability in the coming years.  A combination of rangeland monitoring and estimates 
of wild horse numbers within the HMA indicate action to maintain wild horse 
populations within AML is necessary in order to ensure vegetation and water resources 
are managed in a manner that achieves and maintains the thriving natural ecological 
balance of the rangelands within the HMA.  Appendix H - June 2012 Inventory Map 
shows the horses counted and their location in June 2012.   

Environmental Consequences - Wild Horses 

The cumulative effect analysis area (CEAA) for wild horses is the HMA boundary for all 
action alternatives (Alternatives A–D) as they aim to maintain wild horse populations 
within AML which should provide adequate resources for the horses within the HMA.  
The No Action Alternative would have a CEAA for wild horses of an estimated ten miles 
outside the HMA boundary in all directions.  This area was chosen because the AML is 
currently exceeded.  No action to maintain populations within AML often causes horses 
to drift outside of an HMA as resources inside the HMA become limited.  For the action 
alternatives (Alternatives A–D) these effects would be seen within a three- to five-year 
period as the high end of AML is reached and surpassed during the normal gather cycle.  
For the No Action Alternative (Alt. E) the high end of AML has already been surpassed.  
Past and present actions, such as those described in the affected environment above, have 
influenced the existing environment within the CEAA.  The RFFAs in the CEAA that 
may contribute to cumulative effects to wild horses include recreation, ongoing 
maintenance of existing range improvements, wildlife use, fire rehabilitation actions, 
ongoing noxious weed treatments, the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014), and the 
North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project. 

The North Steens 230-kV Transmission Line Project ROD and the Echanis Wind Energy 
Project Site (located completely on private land) are more than 15.5 miles from the 
eastern edge of the South Steens HMA. Therefore, there would be no cumulative effects 
from these projects affecting wild horse management under any of the alternatives. 
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Effects Common to All Alternatives 

As stated in the South Steens AMP Decision dated July 16, 2014, the potential effects to 
wild horses are the (1) grazing permit renewal and maintaining an objective to continue a 
maximum utilization level of 50 percent for native key forage species (averaged within each 
pasture and including wild horse and wildlife use), (2) spring protection fences would be a 
loss of two water sources causing higher congregation levels at the other water sources in 
the allotment, (3) well development on wild horses would be an additional late-season 
water source decreasing the risk to wild horses during drought conditions and aiding in 
their distribution. 

The North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project Final EIS Chapter 4 Section 4.2.3.5, 
Wild Horses and Burros, indicates that juniper treatments would increase forage available 
to all herbivores thus decreasing competition between wild horse populations and other 
animals reliant upon the same limited resources.   

Results of WinEquus Population Modeling 

The WinEquus Wild Horse Population Model was designed for and used in this analysis 
for comparing fertility control and removal as management strategies.  The fertility 
control portion of the model uses effectiveness results from applications of PZP in the 
field. Appendix I provides the comparison of alternatives resulting from the WinEquus 
Population Model. Population modeling using Version 3.2 of the WinEquus population 
model (Jenkins 2002) was completed to analyze possible differences that could occur to 
wild horse populations between alternatives.  The purpose of the modeling was to analyze 
and compare effects of Action Alternatives on population size, average population growth 
rate, and average removal number.  Table 5 summarizes the results.  Alternative A - 
Proposed Action resulted in the smallest population growth rate and the least number of 
horses removed.  Alternatives B, C, and D were calculated as the same management 
action as they have similar population management results and resulted in the least 
number of horses gathered next to the proposed action.  In 11 years, the population size 
would be virtually the same under all action alternatives.  The minimum number of years 
for analysis in the WinEquus program is 10 years.  The 10-year analysis gives results on 
growth rate (in 10 years) and population (gather needs) on year 11.  The 10-year analysis 
fits with the 10-year time frame of this EA.  See Appendix I for additional detail. 
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Table 5: Average Population Size, Growth Rates and Next Projected Gather Year. 

Alternative 

Avg. 
Pop. 
Size 
(11 

Years) 

Avg. 
Growth 
Rate 
Next 
10 

years 
(%) 

Next 
Project 
Gather 
(Year) 

Est'd 
No. to 
Remove 
(Next 
11yrs.) 

Alt. A: Proposed Action 318 17.5 2018 676 

Alt. E: No Action 1444 19.6 NA NA 

Alt. B: P‐Action w/o Fertility Control 
Alt. C: P‐Action w/ Gelding 30 Return 
Stallions 

Alt. D: Gate Cut Removal 

310 19.9 2018 751 

This modeling was used to identify if any of the alternatives would eliminate the 
population or cause numbers or growth rates to reach a point where there was no 
new recruitment to the population.  Modeling data indicate sustainable population 
levels and growth rates would be expected to be within reasonable levels and 
adverse effects to the population would be unlikely. 

 Alternative A: Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved  
Fertility Treatment (Proposed Action) 

By gathering 90 percent of the horses within the HMA, BLM would be better able to 
select horses to return to the HMA possessing the desired characteristics of the South 
Steens herd. This selection process enables sound management of the genetic and 
desirable physical characteristics of the herd.  The management Burns BLM has applied 
to the South Steens herd over the years has allowed the genetic variability to remain 
high as per E. Gus Cothran’s 2010 genetic analysis of the South Steens HMA.  
Gathering every 4 to 5 years allows BLM to collect Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) 
samples, closely monitor the genetic variability of the herd, and make appropriate 
changes when testing deems them necessary.   A consistent gather cycle also enables the 
maintenance and improvement of desirable physical traits within the herd.  The South 
Steens herd is recognized for their showy colors and conformation.  The herd would not 
be as popular as it is today without the selection process that BLM staff has conducted 
in the past. 

Both helicopter gathers and bait/water trapping can be stressful to wild horses.  There is 
policy in place for gathers (both helicopter and bait/water) to enable efficient and 
successful gather operations while ensuring humane care and treatment of the animals 
gathered (IM 2013-059). This policy includes standard operating procedures such as 
time of year and temperature ranges for helicopter gathers to reduce physical stress 
while being herded toward a trap; maximum distances to herd horses based on climatic 
conditions, topography, and condition of horses; and handling procedures once the 
animals are in the trap.  In Oregon, wild horse or burro fatalities related to gather 
operations are less than 1 percent of the animals captured for both helicopter and 
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bait/water trap gathers. Injuries generally occur once the animal is in the confined space 
of the trap. When capture and handling of wild animals are required to achieve 
management objectives, it is the responsibility of the management professionals to plan 
and execute operations that minimize the animals’ risks of injury or death.  However, 
when capturing any type of large, wild animal one must expect a certain percentage of 
injury or death. Multiple studies in the wildlife research and management field have 
worked to improve understanding of the margins of safe capture and handling and have 
documented their findings of capture related mortality.  Delgiudice et al. (2005) reported 
984 captures and recaptures of white-tailed deer (Odocolleus virginianus), primarily by 
Clover trap1, under a wide range of winter weather conditions.  Their results showed the 
incidence of capture accidents (e.g., trauma-induced paralysis, death) was 2.9 percent. 
ODFW Assistant District Wildlife Biologist, Autumn Larkins, stated the general 
consensus between biologists on capture-related mortality in wildlife is that “…anything 
up to 4 percent is the reality of the aerial capture process.  Once you get over 5 percent 
you need to reevaluate because something is not working, either the conditions are too 
poor, the methods are inappropriate, etc.” (Larkins, pers. comm.). 

Sixty of the 80 mares released back to the HMA would be treated with a 2-injection 
liquid PZP inoculation, following the initial gather, or an approved and available fertility 
treatment following future gathers during the ten-year plan.  PZP acts as a vaccine 
against pregnancy by stimulating the production of zone pellucida antibodies in female 
mammals (Ransom et al. 2011, Liu et al. 1989, Sacco 1977).  These antibodies provide a 
barrier that prevents sperm from binding to the surface of an ovum and results in limited 
penetration of the zona pellucida and subsequent limited pregnancy in horses (Ransom 
et al. 2011, Kirkpatrick et al. 1990, Liu et al. 1989).  “Fertility control application should 
achieve a substantial treatment effect while maintaining some long-term population 
growth to mitigate the effects of environmental catastrophes” (BLM IM 2009-090).  
South Steens HMA was chosen for a fertility vaccination treatment area because the 
greatest beneficial impacts are expected to be seen where: (1) Annual herd growth rates 
are typically greater than 5 percent; (2) Post-gather herd size is estimated to be greater 
than 50 animals; and (3) Treatment of at least 50 percent of all breeding-age mares left 
on the range is possible. A maximum of 80 percent of all mares should be treated and is 
encouraged to maximize treatment effects (BLM IM 2009-090).   
Following the 2009 gather of South Steens HMA, 75 percent of the mares returned to 
the HMA were treated with PZP 22. Based on the results from the 2012 direct count 
census and discussions amongst PZP experts, PZP 22 was minimally effective when 
used in 2009 and remains minimally effective at slowing population growth.  
Recommendations from Dr. Jay F. Kirkpatrick, Ph.D. suggest following the standard 2
injection protocol (Lyda et al. 2005, Turner et al. 1997).  If injections are delivered as 
late in the fall as possible, the foaling rate (for the first foaling season) should be brought 
down to around 4.5% versus the 53% foaling rate of untreated mares (Turner et al. 
1997). Horses in the study conducted by Turner et al. (1997) indicated a return to 

1 Clover trap: A portable net trap to capture deer.  This trap has been modified over the years since its original 
design by Clover in 1954.  The trap is constructed with a pipe or tubing frame with netting stretched over the frame.  
A drop gate is activated by a trip cord (Schemnitz, 1980). 
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fertility after one year.  A multi-year, high-efficacy rate would be more desirable for 
long term (3–5 years) population management, specifically in HMAs where wild horses 
are inaccessible, but this method appears to be the most effective at this time.  

Contradictory evidence exists regarding the effect of PZP on the behavior of mares 
treated with PZP and the effect it has on the social structure of a herd.  Determining 
effects is the question. When asked his opinion about behavioral changes associated 
with native PZP, the liquid formulation accompanied by a primer that is effective for 1 
year, Dr. Jay Kirkpatrick states that after 23 years of experience in the field, using native 
PZP, researchers observing wild horse mares feel that fundamental wild horse social 
behavior is not changed by the vaccine (Kirkpatrick et al. 2012).  He explains that any 
behavioral changes that can be documented are the result of successful contraception, 
e.g. absence of foals, better body condition, or increased longevity (Kirkpatrick et al. 
2012). 

As shown here and in the analysis for Alternative B below, there is still a great need for 
additional studies of the effects of immunocontraception on the behavior of wild horses. 

Wild horse populations will produce roughly equal numbers of males and females over 
time (H-4700-1, 4.4.1).  Re-establishing a 50/50, male to female, sex ratio is also 
expected to avoid consequences found to be caused by skewing the ratio in either 
direction. Sex ratio typically adjusted in such a way that 60 percent of the horses are 
male result in slightly reduced populations (Bartholow 2004), implying that ratios would 
need to be adjusted even further to account for a significant slowing of population 
growth. In the Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range, Singer and Schoeneker (2000) found 
that increases in the number of males on this HMA lowered the breeding male age but 
did not alter the birth rate. In addition, bachelor males will likely continue to seek 
matings, thus increasing the overall level of male-male aggression (Rubenstein, 1986).    

Reducing and then maintaining wild horse numbers within AML during the ten-year time 
frame of the proposed action using approved and available fertility control along with 
gathers when horses are found to be in excess of the high end of AML would reduce the 
risk of horses experiencing periods of diminished available forage and/or water (e.g. 
during drought).  Having a plan in place would allow BLM staff to monitor and take 
appropriate action when needed before an emergency situation arises.  Using adaptive 
management that involves incorporating the use of the most promising methods of 
fertility control (as long as it is approved for use and available) may allow BLM to extend 
the years between gather cycles while continuing to maintain numbers within AML and 
providing for a thriving natural ecological balance.  Successful management of many 
species often relies on actions that involve intensive handling of individuals (Ashley and 
Holcombe 2001).  Nevertheless, extending a gather cycle based upon a slowing of the 
population growth would extend the frequency of stressful events, such as gathers, put on 
horses. 
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The objectives set forth in the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014) to maintain  
or improve riparian condition, upland health, forage and water resources, and wilderness 
characteristics would be most likely achieved under Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
because this alternative combines the best tools and actions to maintain wild horse 
populations within AML and therefore achieve a thriving natural ecological balance.  The 
additional water source (well) planned in this AMP would reduce the risk of water 
starvation for wild horses, increase distribution, and further aid in achieving a thriving 
natural ecological balance.   

As the wild horse population is maintained within AML under Alternative A the  
effects of increased forage quantity and quality from the North Steens Ecosystem 
Restoration Project would be more readily recognized.  

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Effects to wild horses under this alternative would be the same as the proposed  
action with the exception of the use of fertility treatment.  With no fertility treatment 
applied, wild horse numbers are expected to increase by approximately 20 percent 
annually, as they have in the past in South Steens HMA.  Therefore, if the post gather 
population in the South Steens HMA is 159 horses (low AML), then within 4 years the 
herd size would be approximately 330 to 388 animals.    

An alternative that omits fertility treatment as an action item takes into consideration the 
concerns regarding the ethics of potentially altering animal behavior and social structure 
through use of fertility control agents on free-roaming wild horses.  Powell (1999) 
discusses how PZP-treated mares continually undergo nonconceptive cycles and thus 
demonstrate estrous behavior throughout the season, causing stallions to continue to tend 
and mate with mares until they cease to cycle in the fall.  Ransom et al. (2011) 
hypothesized the repetitive estrous behavior in PZP treated mares may elicit excess 
reproductive behaviors prompting more frequent herding and harem-tending behaviors by 
stallions and elevate frequency of antagonism between stallions and females.  Results 
from their four-year study show no difference in body condition between the control and 
treated females, however, treated females received 54.5% more reproductive behaviors 
from stallions per hour than the control females.  Nunez et al. (2010) concluded that PZP 
recipient mares exhibited a change in their reproductive schedule; recipient mares gave 
birth over a broader time period than did non-recipients.  The study by Nunez et al. 
(2010) provides the first evidence that mares treated with PZP can extend ovulatory 
cycling beyond the normal breeding season.  In addition, results of a study conducted by 
Madosky et al. (2010) on Shackleford Banks Island horses indicate that PZP used to 
control population numbers has a significant negative effect on harem stability.    

As shown here and in the analysis for Alternative A above, there is still a great  
need for additional studies of the effects of immunocontraception on the behavior of wild 
horses. Nevertheless, under this alternative the population growth rate would remain at 
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status quo yet the natural reproductive cycles and social behavior would remain without 
the interference from fertility control treatments.   

The objectives set forth in the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014) would become  
more difficult to achieve in a shorter time under this alternative as fertility treatment to 
slow population growth in wild horses would not be applied.  The additional water source 
(well) planned in this AMP would have the same effects under this Alternative as under 
Alternative A.  

As the wild horse population is maintained within AML under Alternative B, the  .. effects  
of increased forage quantity and quality from the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration 
Project would be more readily recognized.  However, the high end of AML would be 
achieved in a shorter amount of time under Alternative B as compared to Alternative A.  

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

BLM’s 2010 Wild Horse and Burro Handbook (H-4700-1) suggests adjusting sex ratios 
by either releasing greater numbers of stallions post-gather or releasing geldings back to 
their home range.  It suggests geldings would have less impact on the herd’s social 
structure as compared to an increase in the proportion of stallions.  “Based on anecdotal 
observations, geldings released back to their home range: (1) tend to remain near where 
they were released (with adequate forage and water), (2) form small bachelor groups 
rather than join with a reproducing band, (3) maintain better body condition than the herd 
average because they are sexually inactive, (4) live longer in comparison to sexually 
active horses, and (5) were easy to recapture (many have been recaptured and released 
several times)” (H-4700-1 2010).   

Nevertheless, there are several studies that contradict the efficacy of releasing sterilized 
stallions into a herd with the intent of slowing population growth.  Garrott and Siniff 
(1992) compared the sterilization of only dominant harem stallions to sterilization of a 
proportion of all males regardless of their social rank with results indicating that a male-
oriented contraceptive program will effectively suppress population growth only when a 
large proportion of all males are sterilized.  The simulation results by Garrott and Siniff 
(1992) indicate that significant reproduction may occur even when 100% of the dominant 
harem stallions are sterilized, if other males perform as little as 10% of the breeding.  The 
long breeding season allows mares to cycle 6-10 times if not successfully bred and 
provides many opportunities for them to breed with males outside the harem.  It would 
take weeks to months in the field (daily observances during the breeding season) to 
collect an accurate understanding of which stallions are dominant.  BLM does not have 
the staff or funding to collect this extent of herd information.  Eagle et al. (1993) studied 
the efficacy of sterilizing dominant males, by vasectomy, to reduce foaling rates of feral 
horses. Vasectomized males remained dominant, although the presence of foals in their 
bands suggested that subordinate stallions succeeded in inseminating some of the 
females.  Although sterilization of dominant males may be an effective treatment to 
reduce foaling in a small sample of bands selected from a population, this treatment 
might not limit population growth (Eagle et al. 1993).  In addition, this alternative returns 
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up to 30 geldings to the range and keeps the mare (65) and stallion (64) sex ratio at 
approximately 50/50. This being said, the annual reproductive rate would virtually 
remain the same (approximately 20 percent annually) as previous years, but the 
beginning number of the reproductive population (65 mares) would be lower than normal 
as less mares would be released to the range (Refer to Table 6).   

Table 6: Comparison of the Reproductive Population Within Alternative A - Proposed Action and 
Alternative C - Alternative A Plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions. 

Alternative Description 
Make up of Horses 
Returned to HMA 

Total 
Returned 
to HMA Mares Stallions Geldings 

Alternative 
A ‐
Proposed 
Action 

Return 50/50 ratio 
and apply 
immunocontracept 
ive to 60 mares. 

80 79 NA 159 

Alternative 
C 

Alternative A plus 
gelding of up to 30 
return stallions. 

65 64 30 159 

An additional concern of a male oriented contraception program is that it may cause some 
undesirable changes in the seasonal reproductive patterns of wild horses.  Horses have a 
340-350 day gestation period and undergo a post-foaling heat approximately 5-15 days 
after parturition (Ginther 1979).  These characteristics essentially lock mares into a 
relatively fixed yearly reproductive cycle, dictating that if a mare conceives during the 
post-foal heat she will produce consecutive foals at essentially the same time each year.  
Garrott and Siniff (1992) concluded a potential consequence of introducing substantial 
numbers of infertile males into the population is disrupted normal seasonal foaling. 
Shifting the foaling season toward the summer or autumn months would result in large 
numbers of relatively young foals entering the winter without adequate forage for 
themselves and the lactating dams, or adequate body reserves to endure long periods of 
nutritional stress. Garrott and Siniff (1992) predict the consequences of such conditions 
would undoubtedly be higher mortality of foals during the winter.   

This alternative would have the same results as Alternative A (Proposed Action) as it 
relates to the objectives from the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014).  The 
additional water source (well) planned in this AMP would have the same effects under 
this Alternative as under Alternative A.  

This alternative would have the same results as Alternative A (Proposed Action) as it 
relates to the effects of increased forage quantity and quality from the North Steens 
Ecosystem Restoration Project.  
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Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

BLM Manual 4720.34 states budgetary limitations or other considerations may require  
consideration of “gate cut” removals (e.g. exceptions to the selective removal 
requirements) to achieve population objectives.  This gather option is valid in situations 
where resources (e.g. water or forage) for horses are limited and threatening their 
wellbeing; however, does not address the long-term management of the herd.  With a gate 
cut removal, horses not captured would likely be the more difficult horses to gather and 
manage, further perpetuating that trait.  Gate cut removals eliminate the ability to remove 
wild horses based on animal health or desirable or historical characteristics, which often 
results in unintended impacts to the remaining herds.  For example, horses of larger size, 
gentle disposition, or bright/light coloring are often easier to locate and capture.  
Therefore, they are typically the first to be removed and with the gate cut removal 
method, would not be returned to the HMA.  This has the potential to permanently 
remove these genetic traits from the herd.  Sex ratios and age distributions of the un
gathered population would be unknown because the gather would stop when 
approximately 159 horses remain in the HMA.  These factors make estimating population 
growth and managing herd characteristics in the HMA difficult.  Nevertheless, wild 
horses that are not gathered may be minimally impacted due to the helicopter activity but 
would otherwise be unaffected. Under this alternative, all impacts to horses would cease 
once gather operations were complete, as compared to Alternatives A through C.  Wild 
horses would not be held at the holding corrals for extended lengths of time while waiting to 
apply fertility control and horses would not be stressed by additional handling to apply 
fertility control.  Results from WinEquus indicate that population size in 11 years under 
this alternative would be the same as the other action alternatives.  This Alternative 
would reduce the amount of stress some of the horses would receive during gathers; 
however, there would be less opportunity for quality control of the horse herd. 

According to the results from WinEquus this alternative would have a similar wild horse  
population as the other action alternatives in 11 years.  Wild horse populations would be 
the same as other action alternatives but the disposition and quality of the herd would be 
different as there would be no selection process for the horses remaining in the HMA.  
Horses with poor disposition or territorial and causing resources damage in sensitive 
areas may not be removed under this alternative.  Nuisance horses would remain in their 
use areas making movement toward achieving objectives such as riparian and upland 
objectives from the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014)more difficult to achieve.   

The additional water source (well) planned in this AMP would reduce the risk of water  
starvation for wild horses, increase distribution, and further aid in achieving a thriving 
natural ecological balance.   

As the wild horse population is maintained within AML under this alternative the effects 
of increased forage quantity and quality from the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration 
Project would be more readily recognized.  
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Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Based upon the normal 20 percent annual growth rate observed in this HMA, the No 
Action Alternative (no gather) would result in 552 adult horses in the HMA in 2014 and 
953 horses in the HMA by 2017. Results from WinEquus using the no action alternative 
indicate in 11 years there would be approximately 1,444 horses in the HMA.  

The South Steens HMA has minimal year-round water sources available.  If horses are 
not gathered, water would be a limiting factor for all uses (horses, wildlife, and livestock) 
in the HMA. To maintain a thriving natural ecological balance “an adequate year round 
quantity and quality of water must be present within the HMA to sustain [wild horse and 
burro] numbers within AML” (H-4700-1, p. 12).  The Merck Veterinary Manual (Kahn 
2005) states that “[w]ater requirements depend largely on environment, amount of work 
or physical activity being performed, nature of the feed and physiologic status of the 
horse.” The manual suggests the minimum daily water requirement is 0.4 gallon per 100 
pounds of weight, with the average daily intake being closer to 0.65 gallon per100 
pounds. The manual also recognizes this would increase under specific conditions, such 
as sweat loss, increased activity, and lactation, with the increase being as much as 200%, 
up to 1.3 gallons per 100 pounds per day. Wild horses within the South Steens HMA 
range from 900 to 1,200 pounds.  Assuming an average weight of 1,050 pounds, horses 
within South Steens HMA require a minimum daily water intake of 4.2 gallons, with an 
average daily intake of 6.8 gallons, but the requirement may be as high as 13.65 gallons.  
This calculates out to 668 gallons per day when the HMA is at the low end of the AML 
(159 animals) and using only the minimum amount of water, to almost 4,150 gallons per 
day when the HMA is at the high end of the AML (304) and requiring a water intake 
200% above average. Over the course of a year, this translates to a range of 243,747 
gallons of water (minimum) to 1,514,604 gallons of water (maximum).  The maximum 
water requirements would be even higher for the HMA when horse numbers exceed the 
AML. 

BLM has observed impacts from horses on riparian and upland use areas within  the HMA 
with current horse numbers.  Taking no action on reducing horse numbers or applying 
fertility control would only exacerbate the problem.  Not only would horses have 
competition for forage and water from wildlife and livestock, but amongst themselves as 
well. Horses usually occupy home ranges (undefended, nonexclusive areas), however, 
when resources are limited, mutual avoidance occurs but can intensify into increased 
aggression for territory (defended, exclusive areas).  In a wild horse behavior study in 
Grand Canyon, Berger (1977) summarized home ranges for all bands decreased in size in 
successive warm months, probably due to increased ambient temperature and drought, 
resulting in greater utilization of spring areas that led to increased interband confrontation 
and agonistic display. Miller and Denniston (1979) reported that even females 
participated along with male group mates when threatening another group of horses at 
water. Increased occurrences of aggressive activities, caused by a lack of necessary 
resources, and the consequent acute injuries or effects to the health and wellbeing of wild 
horses would not follow BLM’s objective of managing for a thriving natural ecological 
balance within an HMA. 
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Failure to achieve objectives from the South Steens AMP Decision of July 16, 2014,  
(specifically the riparian, upland, and forage and water resources objectives) would be 
realized more rapidly under the No Action Alternative as compared to the action 
Alternatives which aim to maintain wild horse populations within AML.  If no action 
were taken to reduce the population size, initially there would be no effect to wild horses 
and forage/water availability. Livestock would be moved from the pasture if adequate 
forage/water was not available for wild horses present.  However, as the population grew, 
increased competition for forage, water, and home ranges between wild horse bands 
would become apparent, disrupting social behavior and increasing risk to herd health as 
forage quantity and quality becomes more limited.  The additional water source (well) 
planned in this AMP would reduce the risk of water starvation for wild horses yet as the 
population increases, congregation would become an issue in the area surrounding this 
water source. 

Wild horse numbers currently exceed the high end of AML and would continue to  
increase; therefore, the effects from the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project 
in increased forage availability are less likely to be realized.   

B.	 Fisheries and Special Status Species ‐	Fish, Riparian Zones, Wetlands 
and Water Quality 

Affected Environment - Fisheries and Special Status Species - Fish, Riparian Zones,  
Wetlands and Water Quality 

There are 37.4 miles of perennial streams within the HMA, including Donner und Blitzen 
River, Home Creek, Ankle Creek, South Ankle Creek, Deep Creek, and Mud Creek.  The 
Donner und Blitzen River within the HMA and upstream of Fish Creek (outside the 
HMA) are part of the Donner Und Blitzen River Redband Trout Reserve (RTR) 
designated in the Steens Act of 2000. The RTR was created by the Steens Act to 
conserve, protect, and enhance the Donner und Blitzen River population of redband trout 
and the unique ecosystem; and to provide opportunities for research, education, and fish 
and wildlife-oriented recreation.  The western side of Donner und Blitzen River is 
excluded from livestock and wild horses by fences and topography with only one small 
(approximately 150 feet) water gap constructed as a watering point (Tabor Cabin).  Wild 
horse management is currently having no effect on Ankle, South Ankle, Deep, and Mud 
Creeks as there are currently no known wild horses residing in that portion of the HMA.  
Portions of Home Creek and several perennial springs are the only riparian habitat 
currently being accessed by wild horses. 

The role of BLM in management of fish and other aquatic resources is to provide habitat 
that supports these resources. Aquatic habitat values are products of attributes and 
processes of properly functioning riparian and aquatic systems at a desired ecological 
status. Maintenance, restoration, or improvement of aquatic habitat is carried out by the 
BLM and supported by the management direction provided for collectively under Water  
Resources, Vegetation, and Special Status Species Sections of BLM Planning documents 
for the Andrews/Steens Resource Area. 
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Fish habitat monitoring focuses on water quality, riparian vegetation, and upland 
condition as it relates to inputs into stream channels.  Species monitoring and 
manipulation is under authority of the ODFW and the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS).  Additionally, the BLM, independently or in coordination with the 
ODFW or USFWS or both, periodically assesses fish and aquatic habitat using 
established inventory and monitoring protocols and coordinates with these agencies 
relative to monitoring habitat. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) delegated authority to the Oregon 
Department of Environmental Quality (ODEQ) to implement the Clean Water Act 
(CWA).  To that end, the ODEQ develops water quality standards to support the most 
sensitive "beneficial uses" of a particular water body.  For the subbasins that encompass 
South Steens HMA, Donner und Blitzen and Guano, the beneficial use designation is 
redband and hybrid trout. ODEQ has set a water temperature standard of 68°F for 
salmonid bearing streams.  Water bodies that fail to attain standards are considered 
"water quality limited," and are identified as such on the State’s 303(d) list.   

    Table 7:  Table shows the water quality limited streams within the HMA, however, only Home Creek is
    currently being accessed by wild horses. 

303(d) Limited Streams within the HMA 
Stream Name Limiting Parameter Stream Segment List Date 

Donner und Blitzen River Subbasin 
Ankle Creek Temperature-Summer River Mile 0 to 7.6 1998 
Deep Creek Temperature-Summer River Mile 0 to 7.2 1998 
Donner und Blitzen River Summer River Mile 45.3 to 77.3 1998 
Mud Creek Temperature-Summer River Mile 0 to 4.8 1998 

Guano Subbasin 
Home Creek Temperature-Summer River Mile 0 to 21.3 1998 

The condition of aquatic habitat is a reflection of physical and biological processes 
operating throughout the watershed. Changes in the physical condition or state in upland 
areas can affect stream ecosystems (e.g., increases in fine sediment supply to the stream 
affect salmonid spawning and the production of aquatic macro invertebrates, an important 
food source for all fish). The integrity of uplands in the watershed therefore may have 
consequences for the health of aquatic ecosystems.  Three of the four pastures in South 
Steens Allotment are achieving all Rangeland Health Standards.  Only Steens Pasture 
(consisting of 41,699 acres) is not achieving Watershed Function-Riparian Standard 2 
(causal factors being livestock, wild horses, and juniper encroachment) and Water 
Quality Standard 4 (causal factors being livestock and wild horses).  Affected areas 
within this pasture consist of one spring fully on BLM-managed land and one spring 
complex that is partially on BLM-managed land and partially on private land.  Several 
springs in the allotment continue to be impacted by season-long wild horse use, including 
an unnamed spring on BLM managed land (T. 34 S., R. 32.5 E., Section 19) just 
downstream of Three Springs (Figure 5). 

Rangeland Health Standards were assessed in 2007 for Frasier Field and Lavoy Tables 
Allotments with all standards being achieved are not present. 
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Home Creek is the only perennial stream in the HMA wild horses are currently accessing, 
with the exception of a 150 foot water gap on the Donner und Blitzen River that wild 
horse rarely use for a watering source.  A Proper Functioning Condition (PFC) 
assessment was conducted on Home Creek in August 2013 on the reach accessible to 
livestock and horses, Reach 2 (Figure 6). This reach of Home Creek was rated as 
Functioning at Risk with no trend apparent.  Observations indicate a diversity of woody 
riparian and hydric herbaceous species present, yet all woody species were mature with 
no recruitment of younger age classes.  A majority of the woody riparian species had the 
appearance of being hedged; continuous late-season utilization that restricts upright 
growth. Hydric herbaceous utilization was high and evidence existed that livestock had 
recently been removed.  There was wild horse sign evident near Home Creek Butte but 
not throughout the entire reach.  With no recruitment of woody riparian species and 
heavy, late-season utilization levels of hydric herbaceous species there is little time for 

Figure 5: Unnamed spring on BLM managed land just downstream of 
Three Springs.  Only wild horses had used the area by August 15, 2013. 

regrowth to allow for stream bank stabilization and energy dissipation during high flow 
events. The width to depth ratio of this reach appeared high and since the photos taken in 
2000 at this site, the riparian area had not widened inward which would narrow the 
stream channel.  An algae bloom was evident throughout the entire reach.  Algae are 
simple plants that are naturally occurring, yet nutrient pollution, and warm water, high 
pH, stagnant water, and lots of sunlight can lead to excessive blooms (ODEQ 2013).  It is 
unknown at this time what caused the algae bloom this year, but the wide channel with 
little shading by woody species or undercut banks allows for increased surface area 
which could lead to higher water temperatures.  Western juniper is also encroaching upon 
this stream with high densities in the uplands and scattered trees growing within the 
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riparian area. On site discussion concluded an agreement that the site appeared to be 
functioning, as photo monitoring shows similar conditions for at least a decade.  
Nevertheless, the reach is at risk as described above. 

Figure 6: Home Creek permanent riparian photo monitoring plot - August 28 

Home Creek provides habitat for native fish species, distinct subspecies or distinct 
populations, and introduced fishes. Fish species found within or in tributaries of streams 
within the South Steens HMA are shown in Table 8. 
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Table 8:  Fish Species or Subspecies Within the Vicinity of the South Steens HMA 

Common Name Scientific Name
 Status 

N
at

iv
e

BLM State 
1 Federal2 

Great Basin redband trout Oncorhynchus mykiss Tracking S X 

Mountain whitefish Prosopium williamsoni X 

Malheur  mottled sculpin Cottus bairdi ssp. Sensitive X 

Catlow Valley tui chub Gila bicolor spp. Tracking S X 

Longnose dace Rhinichthys cataractae X 

Speckled dace Rhinichthys osculus X 

Redside shiner Richardsonium balteatus X 

Largescale sucker Catostomus macrocheilus X 

Bridgelip sucker Catostomus columbianus X 

1State Status (ODFW): E-endangered; T-threatened  
2Federal Status (USFWS): S-Species of special concern with conservation agreements 

Within the HMA, documented hatchery rainbow trout stocking within the distribution of 
redband trout is limited to the Donner und Blitzen River subbasin.  However, hatchery 
supplementation in Donner und Blitzen River was discontinued upstream of the Page 
Springs gauging weir in the 1940s (ODFW 1983) and downstream of the weir in 1992. 
Rainbow trout continue to be stocked in two small isolated BLM reservoirs in the Donner 
und Blitzen River subbasin. Because of sport fishery management and limited scope of 
presence of hybrid rainbow trout, the species will not be discussed further. 

Descriptions of the special status fish species known to inhabit the streams within and 
adjacent to the HMA are below. 

Catlow tui chub Gila bicolor spp. 

Catlow tui chub occur in three streams (Threemile, Skull, and Home Creeks) draining the 
west flank of the Catlow Rim and appear to be locally abundant in wetlands, springs, and 
ditches along the eastern edge of the Catlow Valley.  The Catlow tui chub, a small-to
medium-sized minnow, with adults averaging about five inches (Williams et al. 1989), is 
a recognized, though undescribed, subspecies of the more widespread tui chub.  Due to 
its restricted distribution and threats to remaining habitat, the subspecies is a BLM 
tracking species. Diversions of creek flows for irrigation reduce Catlow tui chub habitat.  
Due to the Catlow tui chub’s restricted distribution, disturbances such as drought, fire, 
and human land use practices place populations at risk. 

Catlow tui chub prefer low gradient reaches suggesting an affinity for low velocity 
habitats, which is typical of most tui chubs.  Catlow tui chubs occur in streams occupied 
by redband trout (Kunkel 1976). Tui chub, in general, spawn in shallow water in the 
vicinity of heavy beds of vegetation, where females widely deposit adhesive eggs and 

41 




 

 
  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

males then fertilize them (Sigler and Sigler, 1987).  Tui chub, in general, are 
opportunistic omnivores, primarily feeding on invertebrates on the bottom or on plants, 
and are considered a prey species to larger fish and birds.  In Threemile Reservoir, 
Catlow tui chub were found to be an important food source for Catlow redband trout 
(Kunkel, 1976). 

Great Basin Redband Trout Oncorhynchus mykiss ssp. 

Native rainbow trout found east of the Cascades are commonly called “redband trout” 
(Oncorhynchus mykiss ssp.). Redband trout are a primitive form of rainbow trout and are 
an evolutionary intermediate between ancestral “cutthroat”-like species and coastal 
rainbow trout. Redband trout is a BLM Tracking Species, and is considered sensitive by 
the USFWS representing a unique natural history and ancient connection between lake 
basins of eastern Oregon and Snake and Columbia Rivers.  Redband trout are described 
as inland populations of O. mykiss, with few morphological characteristics distinguishing 
them from coastal rainbow trout.  Within the Steens Mountain area populations are 
widespread throughout the Donner und Blitzen drainage and in the Catlow Valley.  These 
populations are viable and self-sustaining (USFWS 2000).  

Redband trout evolved in a variety of habitats from montane forests to high desert stream 
environments characterized by unpredictable and intermittent flows, high temperatures 
and alkalinity, drought, and fire. As a result, redband trout have been subject to naturally 
high levels of population fluctuation, evolving traits that allow them to survive in 
conditions inhospitable to other types of trout.  Human induced changes to the thermal 
regime may create temperature conditions that limit redband trout distribution by making 
once valuable habitat unusable (Bowers et al. 1999).  Degradation and fragmentation of 
habitat, and the introduction of non-native species are primary factors that influence the 
status and distribution of redband trout.  

Redband trout prefer clear, cold water; a silt-free rocky substrate in riffle-run areas that 
include slow, deep water; an abundant in-stream and stable stream-bank cover; and 
relatively stable water flows and temperatures (Behnke 1992, Underwood and Bennett 
1992). Stream dwelling adult rainbow trout typically inhabit water depths of less than 
one foot or greater in areas with some type of cover and where slow (0 to 0.5 
foot/second) water is adjacent to faster water that may carry food (Behnke 1992).  Sexual 
maturity is reached within 2 to 3 years.  Spawning usually occurs when daily maximum 
water temperatures range from 50 to 60°F.  Eggs hatch within 4 to 7 weeks with fry 
emergence from the gravel after approximately 2 weeks (Wydoski and Whitney 1979, as 
cited by US Environmental Protection Agency 2002). 

Catlow redband trout 

The Catlow redband trout is found in Home, Threemile, and Skull Creeks which drain the 
southwest face of Steens Mountain into Catlow Valley.  The most extensive life history 
study on Catlow redband trout to date was conducted by Kunkel, (1976) on the Threemile 
Creek system. Catlow redband trout in Threemile Reservoir were known to migrate from 
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the reservoir into the stream to spawn during April and May.  Catlow redband trout feed 
on caddisfly larvae, mayfly, stonefly, and snails.  In Threemile Reservoir, Catlow 
redband trout were also observed feeding on Catlow tui chub.   

Donner und Blitzen Redband Trout 

The Donner und Blitzen River has one of the few intact migratory populations of redband 
trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) in Oregon’s Great Basin region.  The population within the 
HMA is part of the Malheur Lakes Species Management Unit (SMU) for redband trout, 
and includes distinct, unconnected populations in Riddle and McCoy Creeks.  Little is 
known about the movement patterns of this migratory population or all of the factors that 
may limit or threaten the population’s long-term viability. 

The Steens Act designated Donner und Blitzen River as a Redband Trout Reserve (RTR) 
upstream of the confluence with Fish Creek.  The RTR consists of the public land portion 
of the Donner und Blitzen River and tributaries upstream of its confluence with Fish 
Creek to the longitudinal extent of current and future redband trout distribution, and the 
width of the flood prone area. The purpose of the reserve is to conserve, protect, and 
enhance the Donner und Blitzen River population of redband trout and the unique 
ecosystem of plants, fish, and wildlife of a river ecosystem; and to provide opportunities 
for scientific research, environmental education, and fish and wildlife-oriented recreation 
and access. 

Malheur Mottled Sculpin Cottus bairdi 

The Malheur mottled sculpin is endemic to the Harney Basin of southeastern Oregon, and 
is listed as a BLM sensitive species. Historic distribution includes the Blitzen River and 
tributary streams on Steens Mountain, including populations in McCoy, Kiger, and 
Riddle Creeks. The preferred habitat of mottled sculpin is clear, cool mountain streams 
of rapid to moderate current with large gravel or rubble substrates for cover and spawning 
(Bond 1974). Malheur mottled sculpin can occupy small headwater streams and larger 
rivers such as the lower Donner und Blitzen River.  Mottled sculpin are very specifically 
adapted to use only benthic habitats foraging on benthic invertebrates.  Malheur mottled 
sculpin appear to be very sensitive to changes in water quality, including increases in 
temperature, sediments, and turbidity.  Elevated water temperature, increased turbidity, 
and sediment transport caused by human activities have been cited by the BLM as causes 
for the decline of Malheur mottled sculpin populations. 

Environmental Consequences Fisheries and Special Status Species - Fish, Riparian 
Zones, Wetlands, and Water Quality 

The CEAA for all alternatives for fish, riparian zones, wetlands, and water quality are the 
five watersheds that overlap the HMA boundary.  The five watersheds are Alvord Lake 
(<1 percent in HMA boundary), Home Creek - Garrison Lake (6 percent in HMA), 
Middle Donner und Blitzen River (2 percent in HMA), Upper Donner und Blitzen River 
(45 percent in HMA) and Walls Lake Reservoir (26 percent in HMA).  No cumulative 
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effects under any of the alternatives to the Alvord Lake watershed are expected because 
so little of it lies within the HMA.  The action alternatives (Alternatives A–D) aim to 
maintain wild horse populations within AML which would provide adequate resources 
for wild horses and maintain riparian zones in good condition, thus providing for good 
water quality and quality fish habitat. The No Action Alternative (Alt. E) does not move 
toward maintaining wild horse populations within AML and, therefore, does not move 
toward achieving a thriving natural ecological balance within the HMA.  For the action 
alternatives (Alternatives A–D) effects to fish, riparian zones, and water quality would be 
seen within a three- to five-year period as the high end of AML is reached and surpassed.  
For the No Action Alternative (Alt. E) the high end of AML is already surpassed and 
effects are currently or would be observed.   

Past and present actions, such as those described in the affected environment above, have 
influenced the existing environment within the CEAA.  The RFFAs in the CEAA that 
may contribute to cumulative effects to fish, riparian zones, and water quality include 
recreation, ongoing maintenance of existing range improvements, wildlife use, fire 
rehabilitation actions, ongoing noxious weed treatments, the South Steens AMP Decision 
(July 2014), and the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project. 

The North Steens 230-kV Transmission Line Project site ROD and the Echanis Wind 
Energy Project Site (located completely on private land) are more than 15.5 miles from 
the eastern edge of the South Steens HMA.  Therefore there would be no cumulative 
effects from these projects which should affect fish, riparian zones, and water quality 
under any of the alternatives. 

Effects Common to All Action Alternatives 

The South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014) established a goal to, “Maintain or improve 
riparian functioning condition of perennial and intermittent streams, and restore and 
maintain natural, free-flowing characteristics of springs and associated wet meadows”.  
The 2014 Decision authorized protective fences around the two springs not meeting 
Rangeland Health Standards along with a new well.  This goal and its four specific 
objectives are expected to be achieved under any of the action alternatives (A–D) as they 
aim to maintain wild horse populations within AML which would provide less pressure 
from wild horses on the spring protection fences.  The new well is expected to pull some 
horses off of more sensitive riparian zones and fish habitat further reducing the impacts 
of wild horse use on riparian areas and their associated habitats.  

As the wild horse population is maintained within AML under the action alternatives  
(A–D) the effects of improved riparian condition, fish habitat, and water quality from 
juniper treatments associated with the North Steens Ecosystem  Restoration Project would 
be more readily recognized.  
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Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Water Quality/Riparian Areas 

Regulating the number of wild horses in the HMA would reduce use near water sources 
minimizing degradation to riparian areas.  Data collected on the Sheldon National 
Wildlife Refuge suggests the potential for altered habitat structure with horse grazing 
(Boyd and Davies 2012).  In the riparian communities short-statured herbaceous plants 
increased, and bare ground was higher with horse-use (Boyd and Davies 2012).  
Improved shading, bank stability, and flood plain development of these portions of 
stream by deciduous woody and desired herbaceous species would help to improve water 
temperatures and overall water quality.  Achieving AML for wild horses would also 
accelerate improvements of upland plant communities and increase capture and 
infiltration capability of the riparian zone. 

The Proposed Action would reduce the number of horses in and near riparian areas.  As a 
result riparian areas would continue to make progress toward achieving Rangeland 
Health Standards. Further, the fertility control, if applied and effective, would allow for a 
longer period of time before wild horses would exceed the AML and would need to be 
gathered. This would allow for increased recovery time following the annual livestock 
grazing period and overall improved riparian habitat conditions over a longer period of 
time. 

Fish 

Use of Home Creek riparian area by wild horses would be reduced which would decrease 
sediment inputs thereby improving fish habitat.  This alternative, with the use of effective 
fertility control, would allow for a longer period of time, possibly 1 to 2 more years, 
before wild horses would exceed the AML and would need to be gathered.  This would 
allow for improved habitat conditions for fish species for a longer period of time.   

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Water Quality/Riparian Areas 

This alternative would be similar to the Proposed Action except the benefits to riparian 
areas would be reduced as the herd size increases faster than the Proposed Action that 
includes fertility control. 

Fish 

Affects to fish and wildlife would be similar to the Proposed Action except wild horse 
numbers would exceed AML in 3 to 4 years instead of 5 to 6 years as in the Proposed 
Action. Habitat conditions for fish species would have a shorter time to recover from 
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current overuse by wild horses. Depending on climatic conditions during this timeframe, 
habitat conditions might improve little over the 3- to 4-year timeframe.  This could affect 
abundance of fish species in the HMA. 

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Water Quality/Riparian Areas 

Under this alternative, effects to water quality and riparian areas would be the same as 
described for the Proposed Action; no additional measureable effects to riparian or water 
quality would be expected under this alternative.   

Fish 

Since the rate of return for wild horses to exceed AML is about the same timeframe as in 
the Proposed Action, effects to fish would be the same as described for the Proposed 
Action. 

This alternative would have results similar to Alternative A (Proposed Action) as it 
relates to the goal from the South Steens AMP Decision (July 2014) to “Maintain or 
improve riparian functioning condition of perennial and intermittent streams, and restore 
and maintain natural, free-flowing characteristics of springs and associated wet 
meadows”.  The additional well planned in this AMP would have the same effects under 
this Alternative as under Alternative A.  

Alternative D: Gate Cut Removal 

Water Quality/Riparian Areas 

Under this alternative, effects to water quality and riparian areas would be the same as 
described for the Proposed Action; no additional measureable effects to riparian or water 
quality would be expected under this alternative.   

Fish 

Since the rate of return for wild horses to exceed AML is about the same timeframe as in 
the Proposed Action, effects to fish would be the same as described for the Proposed 
Action. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Water Quality/Riparian Areas 

Increasing numbers of wild horses in the HMA would result in greater use and 
degradation of riparian areas. This would result in a decline in water quality through 
increased sedimentation and water temperatures.  Riparian area vegetation would be 
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degraded as additional horse use would decrease vegetation recruitment, reproduction, 
and survivability. In addition, riparian vegetation community types and distribution 
would be changed, root density lessened, and canopy cover reduced.  This would lead to 
reduced stream channel and spring/seep functionality and further deterioration of these 
systems. 

Wild horse presence has been identified as a contributing factor in failure to achieve 
Rangeland Health Standards in Steens Pasture.  Under this alternative, Rangeland Health 
Standards 2 and 4 would not be expected to be achieved.  However, the 2014 South 
Steens AMP Decision authorizes two spring protection fences to move toward achieving 
Rangeland Health Standards in these riparian areas.  Once these fences are in place 
conditions should move toward achieving standards. 

Fish 

Fish habitat in the Home Creek system would be affected by increased wild horse use 
along stream banks that would increase sedimentation inputs into the waterway. 

The riparian goal and its four specific objectives from the South Steens AMP Decision 
(July 2014) would be less likely to be achieved under the No Action Alternative as 
compared to the action Alternatives which aim to maintain wild horse populations within 
AML. The existing wild horse population exceeds the AML and the effects to riparian 
areas and water quality are becoming apparent (e.g. the BLM managed, unnamed spring 
near the privately owned Three Springs). The South Steens allotment which is home to a 
majority (>90 percent) of the wild horses in the HMA has limited water sources.  Many 
of these water sources are riparian systems which would be impacted as an increasing 
number of horses use these sites.  As riparian conditions degrade within the HMA as a 
result of wild horse overpopulation, the water quality, fish habitat, and additional riparian 
conditions up and down stream within the watersheds of the CEAA would be affected by 
increased sedimentation, turbidity, and dissolved oxygen.  The additional well in this 
AMP would help alleviate this, but its influence would not be measureable as horse 
numbers dramatically increase past AML.  

Wild horse numbers currently exceed the high end of AML, therefore the effects  
from juniper treatments associated with the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project 
on riparian condition, fish habitat, and water quality are not expected to be fully realized.   

C. Livestock Grazing Management 

Affected Environment - Livestock Grazing Management 

Within the South Steens HMA, there are three grazing allotments with eight pastures.  Of 
the three allotments, South Steens Allotment, with four of the eight HMA pastures, is 
entirely within the HMA, and Lavoy Tables and Frazier Field Allotments each have two 
pastures within the HMA.  P-Hill and Mustang Lake Pastures are within Lavoy Tables 
Allotment and West Lower River and West Upper River Pastures are within Frazier Field 
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Allotment.  There are a total of three livestock operators currently authorized to graze 
livestock within the HMA. The operators are authorized to use a total of 13,136 AUMs2 

of forage each year within these allotments3. These allocations were based on the 
analysis of monitoring data that included actual use, utilization, climate data, long-term 
trend studies, and professional observations.  Grazing management varies by allotment 
and pasture. In general, pastures within these allotments are managed in graze/defer 
rotation with season-long rest being implemented when monitoring data shows a need.  
The BLM allocated forage for livestock use through the CMPA and AMU RMPs, 2005.  
Table 9 summarizes the livestock use information for the allotments in the HMAs. 

Table 9:  Livestock Use Information 

Allotment 
Total Allotment 

Acres 
(Including 
Private) 

% 
Allotment 
in HMA 

Permittee 
Permitted 
Season of 

Use 

Permitted 
Livestock 

AUMs 
(Preference) 

Average Actual 
Livestock Use 
(Past 10 Years) 

Frazier 
Field 20,815 24% 1 04/01-09/30 1,906 1,540 

Lavoy 
Tables 40,288 16% 1 04/01-10/31 1,653 1,514 

South 
Steens 94,598 100% 1 04/01-10/31 9,577 4,7244 

The permittees within Lavoy Tables and Frazier Field Allotments have only been able to 
utilize 92 percent and 82 percent, respectively, of their permitted AUMs since the last 
gather. The non-use within these two allotments can be attributed to lack of perennial 
water sources to support livestock grazing for the entire season of use.  Lack of water has 
concentrated livestock and wild horse utilization around the remaining water sources.  As 
a result, livestock grazing permittees have taken voluntary non-use to prevent heavy to 
severe herbaceous utilization within the service areas around these water sources.  To 
some extent, this has also occurred within South Steens Allotment, specifically in Steens 
and Tombstone Pastures; however, other circumstances within that allotment make it 
difficult to accurately estimate the reduction in AUMs due to wild horses.  Within South 
Steens Allotment, the Tombstone Pasture was fully rested from 2011 to 2013 as part of a 
settlement agreement.  However, livestock had continued to graze in the other three 
pastures. Within Hollywood Pasture of South Steens Allotment, heavy wild horse use 
during the winter has limited the ability to use this pasture for livestock in order to protect 
the vegetation from heavy to severe (>61 percent) utilization levels.  In spring 2011 and 
2013, BLM rode the Hollywood Pasture and pushed as many wild horses as possible out 
of the pasture and into the rest of the allotment to try to provide the pasture with growing 
season rest from wild horses.  It was mostly effective in 2011 at keeping wild horses out 

2 An AUM is the amount of forage needed to sustain one cow, five sheep, one horse, or five goats for a month.  

3 This number includes the total AUMs for those allotments, not only the AUMs associated with the pastures within
 
the HMA.
 
4 There are other factors, in addition to wild horse use, that have resulted in the average actual use over the last five 

years being less than permitted.
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of this pasture until gates were inadvertently reopened in the late fall.  From 2013 through 
fall 2014, all but three wild horses were successfully kept out of the Hollywood Pasture 
allowing one full growing season of rest. 

In 2008, South Steens Allotment was assessed for conformance with the 1997 Standards 
for Rangeland Health and Guidelines for Livestock Grazing Management (S&G) by an 
IDT. Within the allotment, 3.8 miles of perennial and intermittent streams were 
determined to be capable of supporting riparian vegetation.  A Proper Functioning 
Condition (PFC) assessment found that 1.3 miles of streams are in PFC and 2.5 miles are 
functioning at risk with an upward trend and almost at PFC.  This resulted in Standard 2 -
Watershed Function, Riparian/Wetland Areas and Standard 4 - Water Quality being 
achieved in Tombstone and Home Creek Pastures (these Standards were determined not 
to be present in the Hollywood Pasture). However, Standards 2 and 4 were not achieved 
in Steens Pasture due to wild horses, livestock, and juniper encroachment in riparian and 
spring areas, and is not in PFC. Standards 1 - Watershed Function, Uplands; Standard 3 - 
Ecological Processes; and Standard 5 -  Native, Threatened and Endangered (T&E) and 
Locally Important Species were fully achieved throughout the allotment:  it was 
determined these Standards are at risk of not being achieved in the future due to juniper 
expansion. A South Steens AMP and Decision were issued in 2014 to address S&Gs, 
along with grazing management and the lack of reliable water. 

Rangeland Health Standards were assessed in 2007 for Frasier Field and Lavoy Tables 
Allotments with all standards being achieved or not present. 

Through previous decisions, the BLM has allocated available forage to livestock, 
wildlife, and wild horses. Other decisions, such as the Projects for Implementation of the 
Steens Mountain Cooperative Management and Protection Act of 2000 EA and the South 
Steens AMP, have resulted in adjustments to livestock numbers, seasons of use, grazing 
systems, and the associated range improvements to promote rangeland health.  The 
current level of permitted livestock grazing use is approximately 100 percent of that 
permitted in 1971 when the WFRHBA passed. 

Environmental Consequences - Livestock Grazing Management  

Affects Common to All Alternatives 

While the present livestock grazing systems and efforts to manage the wild horse 
population within AML have reduced past historic impacts, the current overpopulation of 
wild horses is continuing to contribute to areas of heavy vegetation utilization, trailing 
and trampling damage, and is preventing the BLM from managing for rangeland health 
and a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple-use relationships on the public 
lands in the area. 

For the purposes of this analysis, the CEAA for livestock grazing management consists of 
the pastures within the HMA. Past and present actions, such as those described in 
Affected Environment, have influenced the existing environment within the CEAA.  Past 
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and RFFAs that have and would affect livestock grazing management and would 
contribute to cumulative effects are fence and water developments selected in the South 
Steens AMP/EA Decision, wildfires, prescribed burns, juniper treatments (including 
treatments associated with the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project), wild horse 
utilization, periodic wild horse gathers to maintain horse numbers within AML, wildlife 
use, hunting and other recreational pursuits, ongoing noxious weed treatments, and road 
maintenance.  Two major RFFAs include implementation of the South Steens AMP/EA 
Decision and the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project.  The South Steens 
AMP/EA renewed the term livestock grazing permit with changes to the season of use 
and terms and conditions, designs livestock grazing management to provide periodic 
growing season rest for plant species, relocates a pasture boundary fence, constructs two 
spring exclosures, and drills one well to provide an additional water sources for livestock, 
wildlife, and wild horses.  Maintaining existing water developments and constructing 
new water sources would allow for more reliable water for horses throughout the year 
and disperse their use more evenly across the HMA into areas previously not available 
for use due to the lack of water. The North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Projects is 
currently in progress. Effects of reducing encroachment of juniper by cutting and 
burning will result in healthier and more vigorous sagebrush/bunchgrass plant 
communities.  Increasing the composition of perennial grasses, forbs, and shrubs in these 
communities inherently increases herbaceous forage production to all grazers. Reducing 
juniper dominance will also increase water infiltration into the soil profile and improve 
ground water recharge (Deboodt et al. 2008).  More available ground water leads to more 
water in streams, springs, and waterholes that would be provided to wild horses, 
livestock, and wildlife.  Historically less reliable water sources are expected to become 
more reliable following juniper management.  

Livestock grazing would be expected to continue to occur in a manner consistent with 
grazing permit terms and conditions.  Utilization of the available vegetation (forage) 
would also be expected to continue at similar levels (up to 50 percent).  In some years, 
this may result in livestock being removed from the area prior to utilizing all of their 
permitted AUMs.  Continuing to graze livestock in a manner consistent with grazing 
permit terms and conditions would be expected to achieve or make significant progress 
toward achieving Rangeland Health Standards.   

Affects Common to All Action Alternatives (A–D) 

Gather activities could result in direct affects by disturbing and dispersing the livestock 
present for a period of 5 to 7 days. Any removal of wild horses would result in some 
level of reduced competition between livestock and wild horses for available forage and 
water. Indirect effects would include an increase in the quality and quantity of the 
available forage for the remainder of the grazing year.  This benefit would decrease as 
wild horse numbers increased until the next gather. 
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Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Under this alternative the wild horse herd size would be decreased and reestablished at 
the low end of AML (159 animals).  The animals would be returned with an approximate 
50/50 sex ratio and 75 percent of the females returned to the HMA would receive 
available and approved fertility treatment.  The combination of these design elements 
would result in a slower increase in wild horse population.  This would allow wild horse 
use to remain within their allocated AUMs for a longer period of time, increasing the 
availability of forage for livestock up to their full permitted use dependent on annual 
rangeland conditions. The ability to continue gathers, as needed, over the next 10 years 
would decrease the risk of wild horse numbers interfering with the ability of livestock to 
utilize permitted AUMs.   

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Under this alternative, the effects would be the same as under Alternative A with the 
exception of the long-term benefits. Under this alternative, without the fertility 
treatment, wild horse numbers would increase at a quicker rate, resulting in the need for 
more gathers in the long term or increasing the likelihood that livestock use may have to 
be reduced prior to future gathers due to wild horse populations exceeding the high end 
of AML and the associated forage competition. 

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Under this alternative, the effects would be the same as the proposed action.  The only 
exception being that the beginning number of reproductive population would be less than 
the normal as fewer mares would be released to the range.  The reproductive rate would 
virtually remain the same (approximately 20 percent annually) as previous years, but 
would take longer to populate to the high end of AML and show the subsequent resources 
effects. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Under this alternative, the effects would be similar as those under Alternative B.  The 
exception would be that the 50/50 sex ratio would not be enforced.  If more males were 
left than females, the reproduction rate would be slower than under alternative B, 
resulting in a longer period for livestock to fully utilize the permitted AUMs.  If more 
females remained than males, the reproduction rate would be faster than under alternative 
B: the period livestock would be able to fully utilize permitted AUMs would be 
decreased. 
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Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Utilization of native perennial forage species by authorized livestock has been directly 
affected due to the current excess of wild horses above the AML.  Wild horse numbers 
above the AML result in wild horses utilizing more AUMs than they were allocated in 
the 2005 Andrews/Steens RMP/ROD. In order to meet annual utilization targets and 
continue to achieve Rangeland Health Standards, permitted livestock grazing would 
continue to be reduced below full permitted use, as wild horse numbers continue to 
exceed AML.  Heavy to severe utilization is occurring in areas used by livestock, wild 
horses, and wildlife, specifically around water sources. These areas are currently 
receiving heavy use even when livestock are not present.  The indirect effects of the No 
Action (Defer Gather and Removal) Alternative would be continued damage to the range 
as would be seen in S&Gs not being achieved in the future; continued competition 
between livestock, wild horses, and wildlife for the available forage and water; reduced 
quantity and quality of forage and water; and undue hardship on the livestock operators 
who would continue to be unable to fully use the forage they are authorized. 

D. Upland Vegetation 

Affected Environment - Upland Vegetation 

The dominant vegetation communities throughout the HMA are mountain big sagebrush 
(Artemisia tridentata ssp. vaseyana) and low sagebrush (Artemisia arbuscula) with 
needlegrass species (Achnatherum ssp.) and Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis). 
Additional communities include: basin big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata spp. 
tridentata), Wyoming big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata spp. wyomingensis), bluebunch 
wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata), Thurber's needlegrass (Achnatherum 
thurberianum), Sandberg bluegrass (Poa secunda), needle and thread grass (Hesperostipa 
comate), Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides), basin wildrye (Leymus cinereus), 
and western needlegrass (Achnatherum occidentale).  Overall, the vegetation is in good 
condition; however, areas where wild horses and livestock congregate, as well as trailing 
routes, are heavily utilized with some areas having all vegetation removed.  Annual 
grasses are an issue within the HMA but have not yet become the dominant understory 
species. 

Western juniper occurs in a band between 4,500 and 7,000 feet on Steens Mountain, over 
90 percent of which is comprised of trees established after the 1860s (Miller et al. 2008).  
Over half of the area of the present juniper forest in eastern Oregon became established 
between 1850 and 1900 (Gedney et al. 1999). Once established, juniper forests increased 
in density, with the greatest increase occurring between 1879 and 1918 (Gedney et al. 
1999). This rapid increase in juniper stand establishment occurred during a period of 
favorable climatic conditions, and reduced fire frequency and intensity (Gedney et al. 
1999). Larger trees are sometimes killed by fire, but many survive; survival is often 
dependent on fire intensity. The crowns of larger juniper trees often limit grass and other 
vegetative growth beneath them, thereby, reducing the fuel necessary to carry fire into the 
tree, fireproofing the crown and stem (Agee 1993). 
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In the absence of pre-settlement fire return intervals, western juniper has functioned as an 
invasive species over much of Steens Mountain, generally increasing in frequency to the 
greatest degree on north slopes and at higher elevations (Johnson and Miller 2006), 
encroaching into more productive mountain big sagebrush and low sagebrush plant 
communities.  Expansion juniper intercepts precipitation and utilizes soil moisture, well 
beyond its own crown area, that would otherwise be available to competing native 
vegetation (Bates et al. 2000). Juniper has assumed control of ecological site processes 
(soil hydrologic cycle and nutrient transfer through the soil profile) within the HMA.  
Loss of shrubs, grasses, and forbs has occurred in some areas, and could lead to loss of 
soil surface stability over the next few decades.  

Up to 10 percent of juniper stands are comprised of older trees (over 130 years) 
inhabiting rocky ridges or shallow soil areas where fires are not expected to burn. Tree 
age may exceed 1,000 years in these stands, and at these sites the rocky surface controls 
soil infiltration and maintains soil surface stability.  

Since watering sites are not well-distributed, visual effects to vegetation from grazing and 
wild horse use are more obvious in these areas and not easily observed in portions of the 
HMA away from water.  Bunchgrass vigor is declining, or expected to decline, in locally 
heavily-grazed areas due to utilization in excess of 50 percent over successive years.  
Conversely, bunchgrass vigor may also decline in lightly-grazed or non-grazed areas, due 
to plant decadence (growth may be limited by accumulation of old and dead tissue) 
(Oesterheld and McNaughton 1991), especially where no fire or other event has occurred, 
which would remove accumulations of dead material.  Both conditions have been 
observed in the HMA. 

In Hollywood Pasture wild horse utilization was already 45 percent and 47 percent by 
May of 2012 and 2013, respectively.  Horses were successfully removed from the pasture 
for the remainder of each growing season.  Horses have stayed out through 2014 to allow 
plants to complete a growth and reproductive cycle moving toward improving plant vigor 
reduced by successive growing season use by horses. One popular wild horse use area 
lies north of Burnt Car Road in Tombstone Pasture, west of the ridgeline in the east side 
of the pasture and north to the area surrounding Island Reservoir.  In early April 2014, a 
wild horse utilization study was conducted in this pasture to document wild horse use 
prior to livestock entering the pasture. There was no horse use, but some tracks, east of 
the ridgeline. The overall pasture utilization was 27.5 percent (light5) because it included 
those areas outside the home range of the horses in this pasture.  The utilization level in 
the horse use area only was 42.6 percent (moderate).  

Vigor of bunchgrass plants may be maintained, or even improved, by some disturbance 
that removes buildup of previous years' growth, either infrequently through large, sudden 
events such as wildfire (which may kill the plant), or more frequently with less intensity, 

5 The Landscape Appearance Utilization Monitoring method modified from interagency TR1734-3 was used to 
collect utilization data.  Utilization levels on key forage species are defined as; No use (0-5%), Slight (6-20%), Light 
(21-40%), Moderate (41-60%), Heavy (61-80%), and Severe (81-100%). 
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as with grazing. The effect of defoliation to bunchgrasses, before and after prescribed 
and wildfire, can be directly observed within the HMA.  The effect on plant vigor from 
grazing is more subtle, and involves interplay between a plant's ability to reestablish 
photosynthetic activity and its ability to retain a competitive position in the plant 
community (Oesterheld and McNaughton 1991). 

Although assessments have found the HMA meets Rangeland Health Standards for 
upland watershed health, local areas of declining bunchgrass health have been observed, 
generally in areas affected by juniper encroachment and directly around the limited 
reliable water sources. This suggests without juniper control in these areas, the allotment 
is at risk for not meeting Standards in the future, despite management of grazing animals. 
For the purposes of this analysis, the cumulative effects analysis area for vegetation is at 
the HMA scale. Past ground-disturbing activities which had the potential to affect 
vegetation within the HMA include the construction of range improvement projects, 
livestock grazing, wild horse use, wildfire, juniper treatments (including cutting and 
piling) such as the North Steens Project, prescribed burning, recreation, and hunting.   

Environmental Consequences - Upland Vegetation 

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Under the Proposed Action, wild horse numbers would be reduced to the low AML and 
fertility vaccine would be administered to a portion of the mares returned to the HMA.  
Reducing wild horse numbers to AML would reduce the potential for heavy annual 
utilization levels in wild horse use areas.  Reductions in horse numbers would result in 
decreased demand for forage thus providing opportunity for some plants in use areas to 
have a full growing season of no use to restore vigor and complete a reproductive cycle.  
Removal of excess horses would allow native vegetation to improve in areas where it has 
received continuous moderate to heavy growing season use.  Annual utilization of 
herbaceous plants during the growing season is widely known to reduce plant vigor, 
reproduction, and productivity. Since a portion of Tombstone Pasture is a documented 
wild horse home range, it can be assumed horses would continue to use this area in future 
years. Inventory and horse observation data show continuous heavy horse concentrations 
in 2012, 2013, and 2014 in the use area described in Tombstone Pasture and around 
Three Springs in Steens Pasture.  Gathering the horses in these areas and removing 
excess animals may aid in breaking up the use pattern in these sites.  A change in the 
amount of use received and possibly timing of use (with fewer horses) would lessen the 
effects to upland vegetation and may provide upland vegetation time to complete a full 
reproductive cycle and increase vigor. Managing intensity and timing of use on 
vegetation largely influences maintaining a thriving natural ecological balance and 
maintaining Rangeland Health Standards, specifically Standard 1 - Watershed Function, 
Uplands. This standard is achieved when upland soils exhibit infiltration and 
permeability rates, moisture storage, and stability appropriate to soil, climate and 
landform.  Potential indicators of achieving this standard include amount and distribution 
of plant cover and bare ground and plant composition and community structure.  Potential 
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indicators of the condition of rangeland health are influenced by the timing and amount 
of utilization pressure received over a period of years.   

Applying the fertility vaccine would slow down the reproductive rate reducing the  
grazing pressure over a longer period of time, disperse wild horse use areas, and give 
native vegetation a greater stronghold. Healthy, diverse and productive plant 
communities promote improved resiliency, reducing the threat of noxious weed 
establishment and spread.  

Due to the hoof action and vehicle use around trap sites, upland vegetation is often 
trampled and/or uprooted.  Because of these effects, trap sites would be located in areas 
previously used or those which have been disturbed in the past.  The trap sites would be 
approximately 0.5 acres in size which would have a minimal effect, 0.0004 percent of the 
total acreage, on upland vegetation in an HMA that is 126,732 acres.  However, keeping 
gather sites in previously used areas or areas previously disturbed would minimize or 
reduce potential new effects to upland vegetation since vegetation will already have been 
impacted. 

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility  
Treatment 

The environmental consequences on upland vegetation would be similar to  Alternative A: 
Proposed Action with the exception of slowing down the growth rate as a result of 
applying fertility treatment.  Vegetation would be impacted by increased horse numbers 
sooner which would decrease vegetative recovery rates post gather. 

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

The environmental consequences on upland vegetation would be the same as the  
 Proposed Action. 

Alternative D: Gate Cut Removal 

The environmental consequences on upland vegetation would be the same as Alternative 
B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility Treatment. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Under the No Action Alternative, wild horses in excess of the AML would not be 
removed.  The increased number of horses on the range would increase the amount of 
utilization and decrease the amount of available forage.  Rangeland Health Standards 
would not be achieved with the continued increase in the wild horse population.  At 
approximately 662 adult horses in 2015, there would be twice that number in four years 
with a 20 percent annual growth rate. Consistent heavy (>61 percent) utilization in wild 
horse use areas could lead to Rangeland Health Standards not being achieved in the 
future. If native, perennial vegetation is degraded, the potential for the invasion of annual 
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grasses would occur.  Currently there are only 14 acres of medusahead known to exist in 
the South Steens HMA. Plant communities consisting of tall tussock perennial grasses 
are critical in preventing medusahead invasion and increasing tall tussock perennial grass 
density would reduce the susceptibility of a site to medusahead invasion (Davies, 2008).  
No action to maintain the wild horse population within AML would be expected to 
reduce the vigor and resiliency of perennial grasses in the HMA as utilization levels 
increase, therefore increasing the potential for annual grass invasion.  Annual grass 
communities lack the plant community structure, root occupancy of the soil profile, and 
ability to provide the amount and distribution of plant litter that native communities 
provide. Annual grass communities, as compared to the potential and capability of native 
perennial communities, lack the ability to protect the soil surface from raindrop impact; 
to provide detention of overland flow; to provide maintenance of infiltration and 
permeability, and to protect the soil surface from erosion (Rangeland Health Standards, 
1997). Under this alternative increases in annual grasses would occur and the condition 
of the range would deteriorate. The loss of native vegetation would lead to soil loss due 
to exposure to wind and water erosion and would expose previously uninfested areas to 
noxious and invasive weeds. Increases in erosion directly influence the potential to 
achieve Rangeland Health Standards 1 - Uplands and 3 - Ecological Processes. 

E. Wildlife and Locally Important Species 

Affected Environment - Wildlife and Locally Important Species 

Wildlife, other than migratory birds and SSS, include mule deer, elk, pronghorn antelope, 
badger, black-tailed jackrabbit, cottontails, magpies, ground squirrels, pocket gophers, 
deer mouse, cougar, bobcat, coyote, ducks, geese, swans, chukar, California quail, 
mountain quail, yellow-bellied marmot, wood rats, voles, chipmunks, bats, reptiles, and 
amphibians.  

Forage allocation for wildlife in South Steens Allotment is 500 AUMs for deer, 22 
AUMs for antelope, and 60 AUMs for elk (Andrews/Steens RMP Appendix J, 2005).  
Wildlife AUMs allocated within South Steens Allotment are at the pre-Steens Land 
Exchange levels and have not been adjusted for the loss of land in the allotment.  Only a 
portion of the lands within Frazier Field and Lavvy Tables Allotments lie within the 
HMA and wildlife AUMs in the 2005 Andrew/Steens RMP (Appendix J, 2005) are 
allocated on an allotment basis, rather than by pasture.  For the HMA and for the 
purposes of this EA, wildlife AUMS have been prorated based on the acres per allotment 
within the HMA. Frazier Field is prorated with 78 AUMs for deer, 2 AUMs for antelope 
and 2 AUMs for elk. Lavoy Tables is prorated with 8 AUMs for deer, 1 AUM for 
antelope and 0 AUMs for elk. Although California bighorn sheep utilize the portion of 
the HMA nearest East Rim of Steens Mountain, there has been no forage allocated for 
them.  

Other small mammals are not as mobile and may remain underground or stay active near 
the ground’s surface throughout winter.  Wild horses present throughout the HMA may 
exclude other wildlife use of water sources, especially in late summer when water sources 
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are limited.  Miller (1983) found that when antelope could get to water while being no 
closer than 3 meters from a wild horse or cow, they were able to water; otherwise, they 
would only circle the waterhole, leave, and return later to try again. 

Mule deer use bitterbrush as a fall and winter browse.  There are several areas throughout 
the HMA with extensive stands of bitterbrush. Currently, there are only about six reliable 
late-season water sources near most of the bitterbrush areas.  These water sources allow 
for later use mainly in Tombstone Pasture but usually only until the end of July.  
Although bitterbrush stands in the HMA appear healthy, juniper encroachment into these 
stands is expected to affect the continued health of these plants. 

The increase in wildfires in the Great Basin has resulted in loss of important big game 
winter ranges in the Great Basin (Pellant 1990; Updike et al. 1990), habitat supporting 
North America’s densest concentration of nesting raptors (Kochert and Pellant 1986), 
native sensitive plant species (Rosentreter 1994) and nongame bird occurrence (Dobler 
1994). In addition, plant diversity is reduced at both the local and landscape levels with 
frequent wildfires (Whisenant 1990).  Not only is cheatgrass a permanent component of 
many Intermountain ecosystems, including within South Steens HMA, it is the focal 
point for the disruption of many ecosystem processes and functions.  Wildfire cycles are 
shorter and severity and extent of fire impacts are greater with cheatgrass in the 
ecosystem.  Wildlife species are affected both directly by alteration of habitat due to 
cheatgrass invasion and indirectly by the loss of habitat due to increased wildfires.  Also, 
the diversity and cover of microbiotic crusts are diminished with cheatgrass in the 
ecosystem allowing additional entry of cheatgrass and other weeds.  The rangeland health 
of cheatgrass infested communities is either at risk or already in the unhealthy category 
with even more undesirable weeds invading some cheatgrass communities (Pellant 1996).  

Environmental Consequences - Wildlife and Locally Important Species  

For the purposes of this analysis, the CEAA for wildlife extends up to 10 miles beyond 
the HMA boundary to encompass regular movements of most animals that may use the 
HMA. The CEAA does not incorporate the entire annual use area for some animals, such 
as elk and mule deer, because this information is not available nor is it expected to 
change the analysis.  Vegetation communities present in the allotment are representative 
of those in the CEAA. 

Past and present actions, such as those described in Affected Environment, have 
influenced the existing environment within the CEAA.  RFFAs in the CEAA that may 
contribute to cumulative effects to wildlife and habitat include livestock grazing, hunting 
and other recreational pursuits, the Miller Homestead Fire, and North Steens Project.  
While the North Steens 230-kV Transmission Line ROW and Echanis Project are outside 
of the CEAA, some effects on further ranging wildlife are mentioned below.  Several 
thousand acres of treatments are proposed in the CEAA under the North Steens Project, 
but funding, weather conditions, and other factors affect timing of implementation.  The 
Miller Homestead Fire occurred in July of 2012 and burned about 150,000 acres.  This 
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fire occurred outside of the South Steens HMA and would have no effect to the gathering 
of horses within the HMA. 

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Some wildlife could be temporarily disturbed or displaced by the helicopter or by 
placement of traps.  Impacts would be short term (2 weeks) and many species of wildlife 
would return to regular use of the areas after the disturbance has passed. Reduction of 
wild horse numbers to AML would reduce utilization of forage and water resources by 
horses, reducing competition for these resources and allowing for improvement of habitat 
conditions for wildlife species. 

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Same effects to wildlife as the proposed action. 

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Same effects to wildlife as the proposed action. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Same effects to wildlife as the proposed action. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Wildlife would have the same resources available as are currently present in the HMA.  
Some areas of the HMA near perennial water sources, such as springs, would continue to 
be affected by concentrated wild horse use.   

In the short term (0-2 years), there would be no change to resources available to wildlife 
as they are now available. Over time the wild horse population would continue to 
increase, using more resources and leaving fewer forage species for wildlife to graze 
upon. Of the three most common big game species in the HMA; elk, then pronghorn, 
would be effected before forage competition between deer and wild horses was evident as 
Hubbard and Hansen (1976) found wild horse foods were 40 percent identical to those of 
elk in the Red Desert of Wyoming; on an annual basis, dietary overlap between feral 
horses and pronghorn averaged 16 percent and ranged from 7 to 26 percent (McInnis 
1987); and a study by Hansen et al. (1977) found that mule deer food habits appear to be 
complementary rather than conflicting with diets of wild horses.  The no action 
alternative and the subsequent increase in wild horse numbers would also cause increased 
competition between horses and some wildlife for water.   As wild horse numbers 
increase they may exclude wildlife from using water sources, especially in late summer 
when water sources are limited and horse concentrations are high around the remaining 
water sources. Miller (1983) found pronghorn often came to a water hole, walked around 
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the concentration of horses and left, only to return shortly and repeat the behavior.  When 
there was enough room at a waterhole for pronghorn to drink without getting closer than 
3 meters to a horse or cow, they drank freely.  Miller (1983) also found that the presence 
of horses at waterholes did not prevent either sage grouse or coyotes from drinking.  As 
horse numbers increase, wildlife numbers in the HMA could decrease due to lack of 
forage base support and accessible water sources. 

F. Noxious Weeds 

Affected Environment - Noxious Weeds 

Noxious weeds have been documented within the South Steens HMA.  Table 10 lists the 
details: 

Table 10: South Steens HMA Noxious Weed Sites by Species. 
Weed Species # of 

Sites 
Total Acres/Spp 

Canada thistle 54 89.3 
Bull thistle 56 53.6 
Scotch thistle 34 54.9 
Yellow starthistle 1 0.0002 
Diffuse knapweed 4 2.7 
Spotted knapweed 7 7.2 
Russian knapweed 4 0.013 
Perennial 
pepperweed 

4 0.002 

Whitetop 12 2.5 
Mediterranean sage 4 157.2 
Medusahead Rye 2 14.2 
St. Johnswort 2 0.001 
Field bindweed 1 0.08 

185 381.7 Ac 

Most of the weed sites are receiving on-going treatments and are monitored on an annual 
basis. Many of these sites have been reduced considerably (or completely) from their 
original extent but the entire extent of each site is kept in the database, monitored as a 
site, and treated where weeds still occur. 

Canada thistle occurs in many of the riparian areas.  Whitetop occurs primarily along 
roads and on dams.  Scotch thistle has historically infested most of the disturbed areas 
(waterholes, animal congregation areas).  It is still present but greatly reduced.  
Unfortunately, the longevity of the seed lends itself to reappearing when conditions are 
right. Monitoring of known sites occurs on an annual basis and treatment occurs 
wherever the weeds occur.  
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Environmental Consequences - Noxious Weeds 

The CEAA for noxious weeds for this analysis is the HMA boundary.  Livestock, wild 
horses, and wildlife have a large impact on the spread of noxious weeds within this 
HMA. Seeding burn piles following prescribed burning activities in the North Steens 
Project provides competition which reduces the likelihood of noxious weed 
establishment.  These seedings could be an attractant to wild horses under all alternatives.   

Increased recreation opportunities from the CRP could bring more weed infestations into 
the HMA under all alternatives. 

Areas of high horse concentration lead to heavy grazing.  This disturbance opens up more 
niches for noxious weed establishment and spread.  By maintaining horse numbers at or 
below AML, the opportunities for noxious weed spread would be reduced.  Limiting 
vehicle travel to existing roads and ways and timing gather events to avoid times of high 
spread potential (seed shatter, muddy conditions, etc.), as much as possible, combined 
with aggressive weed treatment during the year pre-gather and avoiding noxious weed 
infested areas when selecting trap sites, would limit the potential of noxious weed spread 
during gathering operations. Gather sites would be noted, monitored by the range staff, 
and should weeds become evident, those details would be reported to district weed 
personnel for treatment and monitoring.  Gather related monitoring and treatment of 
noxious weeds are described in the Project Design Features section 2.A.1.   

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

By reducing horse populations, vegetation in areas of horse usage within the HMA would 
be less heavily grazed, allowing the desirable vegetation to be more vigorous and 
competitive and providing less opportunity for new weed infestations.  The fertility 
treatment may lengthen the time before horse numbers return to high AML which would 
allow the vegetation a longer time period in which to recover.  Managing within AML 
would increase the likelihood that seeded burn piles associated with the North Steens 
Project would have a chance to establish.   

Improving desirable riparian vegetation, along with aggressive weed treatments, would 
reduce the dominance of this noxious weed and allow the riparian areas to recover and 
function properly. Aggressive weed treatments along roads and other disturbed areas 
reduce opportunities for spread from all vectors, including increased recreation associated 
with the CRP. 

If the gather activities follow the listed Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) and 
Project Design Elements, including thoughtful selection of timing of gathers which 
minimize likelihood of weed spread, then the gather activities themselves would not 
increase the opportunities for additional noxious weed introduction and spread.  Trap 
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sites would be disturbed and would need to be monitored at least 2 years post-gather.  
Any weeds found would need to be treated in a timely manner using the most appropriate 
methods. 

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Impacts would be essentially the same as the proposed action but with a quicker return to 
high numbers of horses more rapidly leading to increased disturbance and the likelihood 
of additional weed introduction and spread. 

Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Impacts to weeds would be essentially the same as for the proposed action. 

Alternative D: Gate Cut Removal 

Impacts to weeds would be essentially the same as for Alternative B. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

The continuing increase in horse numbers above the AML would lead to areas of higher 
horse concentrations causing more impacts to the vegetation due to overgrazing.  This 
opens up more niches for noxious weeds to establish and spread. Areas of horse 
concentration and consequent heavy use typically are highest near riparian areas, springs, 
and reservoirs. This would exacerbate the recovery of the riparian areas and lead to 
increases in Canada thistle and other riparian weeds such as perennial pepperweed and 
whitetop. Heavier use around already disturbed areas such as water holes and 
congregation areas would lead to increased disturbance and consequent increases in 
noxious weed establishment.  Seedings in burn piles associated with the North Steens 
Project would have a harder time surviving because of increasing horse grazing pressure, 
leading to weedier burn piles. 

G. Social and Economic Values 

Affected Environment - Social and Economic Values 

Previous wild horse gather EAs, including the scoping for this EA, within the BLM Burns 
District have received numerous comments both supporting and opposing wild horse gathers.  
This EA received 9,902 comments during scoping. 

Many of these commenters derive benefit from the presence of these wild horse herds by 
actively participating in recreation to view the horses.  A certain number of these individuals 
believe that any type of gathering and holding of wild horses is inhumane.  Others value the 
existence of wild horses without actually encountering them.  This value represents a non-use 
or passive value commonly referred to as existence value.  Existence values reflect the 
willingness to pay to simply know these resources exist.  Conversely, a separate group of 
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individuals may or may not support the existence of wild horses on public land yet express 
concern about wild horse numbers and the adverse impacts on other resources.  These “other 
resources” include but are not limited to the economic impacts that could result from reduced 
livestock grazing opportunities, the impacts to wildlife resources, and the resultant decline in 
hunting opportunities. 

For the purposes of the Social and Economic Values portion of this analysis; it is 
important to recognize the number of horses the BLM manages across the United States 
in order to fully understand the effects analysis area of social and economic costs of the 
decisions to be made.  Table 11 displays the numbers of horses estimated on the range 
and in short- and long-term holding facilities.  The national high AML is 26,677 horses 
and burros. 

 Table 11: Number of Horses and Burros BLM Manages Nationally, On and Off the Range. 

Horses Burros Total 

On the Range (Estimate as of January 
1, 2013. Does not include 20% 
increase for the 2013 foal crop). 

33,703 6,825 40,528 

Off the Range (BLM facilities and 
long term holding). 

49,369 1,348 50,717 

Total 91,245 

BLM has placed more than 230,000 wild horses and burros into private care since 1971.   
The Bureau placed 2,311 removed animals into private care through adoption in FY 
2013—less than half as many as in FY 2005, when 5,701 were adopted (Wild Horse and 
Burro Quick Facts, paragraph 6). The adoption demand is down for many reasons, 
including, but not limited to: the cost of caring for a horse is continuously increasing as 
hay prices and veterinary care increase, the national economy is down, there is no outlet 
for unwanted horses available in the United States, and the market is flooded with 
domestic and wild horses.    

The costs associated with certain activities included in the range of alternatives are listed 
below. Not all activities are included in the list as it is extremely difficult to put a 
numerical value on such things as vegetative resource damage or decreased recreational 
opportunities, yet there is certainly a social and economic value associated with their 
improvement, maintenance, or loss.  The costs of such things as holding, gathering, and 
fertility treatment are listed below. 

 Holding horses at Oregon’s Wild Horse Corral Facility costs approximately $5 
per day per horse. This includes the cost of hay, BLM staff, and equipment to 
operate the facility.  Currently there is an average of 700 horses being held at the 
facility. This cost per day per horse calculates to $3,500 per day to run the facility 
or approximately $108,500 per month. 
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	 Long-term holding costs average about $1.45 per day per horse.  

	 Helicopter drive gather operations are currently costing around $600 per horse 
gathered. 

	 Bait trap gathers are currently averaging $1,170 per horse trapped.   

	 PZP-22 fertility treatment costs approximately $350 per mare treated.  This 
includes the cost of vaccine and administration, as well as holding of the horse 
during gather operations before it is released back to the HMA.  PZP-22 is 
currently widely used and therefore used in this cost analysis.  However, several 
options for fertility treatment may be available after further research is complete.   

	 Gelding of stallions costs approximately $60 per horse.  This includes the surgery 
only. 

Environmental Consequences - Social and Economic Values  

Effects Common to All Alternatives: 

For the purposes of this analysis, the CEAA for social and economic values is the extent 
of Harney County. Past actions such as wild horse gathers to maintain AML have 
influenced the existing environment within the CEAA.  Present actions associated with 
the North Steens Project have the potential to improve rangeland health and increase 
forage production for wildlife, wild horses, and livestock, thereby, maintaining or 
possibly increasing economic opportunities and fostering more desirable recreation 
opportunities (i.e. wild horse viewing/photography) with associated economic benefits to 
the local economy.  The South Steens AMP Decision renewed the ten year permit for 
livestock grazing and authorized construction of two spring protection fences and an 
additional well for improved water source distribution.  This decision should lead toward 
improvements in range condition and aid in the sustainability of the ranching operation 
depending on the grazing permit.  In addition to sustaining livestock operations, 
rangeland improvement could also bring about increased sustainability for wild horse 
management, further improving the local economy and supporting a well-established, 
local, rural-oriented social fabric. The North Steens 230-kV Transmission Line ROW 
identifies changes in employment, income, revenue and fiscal health, and property 
values. Whether horses are gathered and AML is maintained would have no measureable 
affect to social and economic values in Harney County.   

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Comments received from the public for BLM gathers over the past few years have 
emphasized the desire for BLM to increase the use of fertility control in order to reduce 
the number of wild horses to be removed from the range or maintained in long-term 
holding. This proposed gather includes the use of available and approved fertility control 
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in those mares that would be released back into the HMA to help maintain the wild 
horses within AML with fewer necessary removals in the future.  
The following is a message from the former BLM Director, Bob Abbey: “The BLM finds 
itself in the predicament of needing to gather overpopulated herds from the Western 
range each year while its holding costs keep rising - with no end in sight. Recognizing 
this unsustainable situation, the Government Accountability Office, in a report issued in 
October 2008, found the Bureau to be at a ‘critical crossroads’ because of spiraling off-
the-range holding costs and its limited management options concerning unadopted 
horses. In response, [former] Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar and I announced on 
October 7, 2009, a new and sustainable way forward for managing our nation’s wild 
horse horses and burros. … We recommended applying new strategies aimed at 
balancing wild horse and burro population growth rates with public adoption demand 
to control holding costs [emphasis in original]. This effort would involve slowing 
population growth rates of wild horses on Western public rangelands through the 
aggressive use of fertility control, the active management of sex ratios on the range, and 
perhaps even the introduction of non-reproducing herds in some of the BLM’s existing 
Herd Management Areas in 10 Western states”. 

The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) “strongly supports efforts to increase 
the use of fertility control and improve gather efficiency as we believe these are the most 
critical improvements that the agency can make to its current on-the range management 
program.  High gather efficiency is essential in order to conduct successful fertility 
control programs, and thus, reduce population growth rates, the need and frequency of 
removals, and ultimately, long-term reductions in off-the-range management costs…We 
recommend that BLM increase the number of mares treated with fertility control and 
consider other population growth suppression methods…” (HSUS 2011). 

Costs associated with the proposed gather and implementation of the fertility control 
would be incurred under the Proposed Action.  If approximately 715 horses are gathered 
and 60 mares are treated with available and approved fertility treatment the cost of the 
gather and fertility treatment would be approximately $450,000.  Five hundred and three 
excess adult horses would be removed from the HMA and held at Oregon’s Wild Horse 
Facility and made available for adoption.  It would be assumed that approximately half of 
the horses removed (252) would be stallions and require gelding at a total cost of 
$15,120. There would also be costs associated with both short- and long-term holding 
facilities incurred once the gather is completed but the percentages that would be adopted 
or sent to long-term holding are unknown at this time.  The magnitude of these costs is 
uncertain as are any long-term costs of maintaining wild horses either within AML on the 
range or in holding facilities. 

The proposed action encompasses a ten-year time frame that would include one to two 
additional gathers following the initial gather which would bring horse numbers down to 
low AML. The possible one to two gathers are based upon the normal 20 percent 
reproductive rate observed across most HMAs and when populations would normally  
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reach high AML.  However, the cost and frequency of gathers would decrease if more 
effective fertility control treatments become approved and available for use on BLM wild 
horses. 

Under the Proposed Action, wild horses would be gathered to the low end of AML. Over 
time the vegetation and hydrologic resources in the area would be allowed to recover due 
to the reduced amounts of utilization and forage competition with livestock and wildlife.  
Livestock permittees would be able to continue grazing their cattle, at permitted levels, in 
these areas further securing the possibility of economic benefits (e.g. income) for those 
permittees.  This would contribute to the local economies through taxes, the purchase of 
supplies, and other contributions to the local communities.  

Habitat quality for wildlife, livestock, and wild horses would be maintained or  . improved  
with management of wild horse populations within AML.  When horse numbers are kept 
within AML, BLM is able to manage for a natural ecological balance.  This means horses 
would have enough forage to maintain a healthy body condition throughout the year.  
Horses in good health are what the public wants to see, no matter if they are opposed to 
or proponents of gathers. 

Maintaining wild horse populations within AML and contributing to a thriving natural  
ecological balance for the 10-year period of this proposed action would allow the 
rangeland improvement associated with the North Steens Project and South Steens AMP 
Decision to be more readily recognized.  Managing wild horse populations in South 
Steens Allotment ensures security for a sustainable livestock grazing operation associated 
with the ten-year term permit recently renewed in the South Steens AMP Decision.  A 
sustainable livestock operation includes economic success and the ability to continue to 
contribute to the economy of Harney County.   

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

The BLM, organizations such as the HSUS, and sectors of the public support some sort 
of fertility treatment applied for the management of wild horse numbers within AML and 
possibly to decrease the frequency of wild horse gathers.  Under this alternative, the 
status quo of 20 percent annual reproduction would continue with no application of 
fertility control.  This alternative would ensure in the ten-year time frame of this analysis 
three more gathers would be required as nothing beyond gathering wild horses would be 
done to slow the population growth. 

Under this alternative the public perception of BLM’s management of wild horses would 
likely decline if no efforts are made to solve the current issues with growing wild horse 
populations. 

Effects to past, present and RFFAs would be the same under this alternative as those 
described in Alternative A. 
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Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Effects of this alternative to social and economic values would be similar to those of the 
Proposed Action with one exception; in this alternative, the BLM would be slowing 
population growth in the South Steens HMA with the inclusion of gelding up to 30 of the 
returned stallions coupled with fertility treatment of 60 returned mares.  The cost of this 
alternative would be slightly more than the proposed action only following the initial 
gather as 30 additional stallions would need to be gelded; adding a cost of $1,800.  
However, this alternative would lengthen the years between gathers by starting with a 
smaller breeding population than that under the Proposed Action.  Being able to increase 
the amount of years between gathers to more than the normal 4–5 years, would reduce the 
long-term cost inputs to managing wild horse populations.   

The HSUS supports the introduction of geldings to the range in areas that were 
previously zeroed-out [all wild horses removed] by the BLM and/or introduction into 
existing HMAs with self-sustaining (e.g. reproductive) wild horse populations (HSUS 
2011). The public would continue to have the opportunity to see wild horses on the range 
while BLM is better able to maintain a natural ecological balance within the HMA. 

Effects to past, present and RFFAs would be the same under this alternative as those 
described in Alternative A. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Under the Gate Cut Removal BLM would save money on the initial gather as there would 
only be 503 horses gathered as compared to the 715 gathered in the Proposed Action 
($301,800 vs. $429,000, respectively). However, the every-4-year gather cycle would 
continue with a 20 percent annual reproductive rate under the absence of fertility control 
methods.  A gate cut removal would be expected every 4 years at the same or increased 
cost as the initial gather. 

Under this alternative, the BLM would not take any steps toward slowing population 
growth to lengthen the gather cycle and prevent sending horses to long-term holding 
facilities. In addition, BLM would not be managing for the unique characteristics the 
public has grown to expect from the South Steens horses.  Specifically, South Steens 
“Hollywood” herd is often referred to as the most photographed wild horse herd in the 
country. There is a dedicated group of individual photographers that follow the 
Hollywood herd throughout the year. It is unknown what the economic loss would be if 
the Hollywood herd was not maintained and photographers were unable to take pictures 
of these horses. However, some local businesses would be impacted if this group were to 
go elsewhere. 

Effects to past, present and RFFAs would be the same under this alternative as those 
described in Alternative A. 
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Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Under the No Action Alternative there would be no initial monetary cost as no gather  
would be conducted and no fertility treatments would be applied to slow wild horse 
population growth. 

Wild horse numbers over 4 years, the normal gather cycle, from fall 2014 would be up to 
approximately 1,144 adult horses given a 20 percent annual increase; over double the 
estimated population in the HMA currently.  Competition for forage would become 
evident between wild horses, livestock, and possibly wildlife.  It is anticipated at this 
point range conditions would be deteriorating enough to create a situation where 
livestock active preference would be reduced accordingly to prevent further degradation 
to range conditions under authority of CFR 43 Ch. II, Subpart 4110.3 Changes in grazing 
preference (2006). Livestock permittees have to find feed elsewhere, probably at the 
private land lease rate which is significantly higher than the BLM lease rate, or sell their 
cattle. BLM’s rate per AUM in 2014 is $1.35 while the private land lease rate is 
considered to be $15.00 per AUM in Oregon. The South Steens AMP decision to renew 
the 10-year livestock grazing permit would be ineffective toward the sustainability of the 
livestock operation if livestock are not turned out on the allotment because the AUMs 
available are being utilized by wild horses. A livestock operation in Harney County that 
is not sustainable economically would further burden the struggling economy of Harney 
County. 

The North Steens Project indicates juniper treatments would increase rangeland health, 
thus increasing forage production for both wildlife and livestock, and possibly increasing 
economic opportunities and fostering more desirable recreational opportunities with 
attendant economic benefits to the local economy.  Under this alternative cumulative 
economic benefit from this project would not be seen. 

At two times the high AML, it is assumed, the body condition score of the wild horses 
would decrease as forage competition increased and water availability decreased.  If 
horse numbers become too high and drought conditions persist, emergency situations 
arise where BLM must take extreme measures to save wild horses.  Generally these 
extreme measures include hauling water, gathering in the heat of summer to prevent 
water starvation, and even euthanizing horses too weak to survive.   

Should a gather take place in the future, there would be a higher cost to remove wild 
horses as there would need to be more horses removed from the HMA and an expected 
higher number of wild horses sent to long-term holding facilities.   

H. Soils and Biological Soil Crusts 

Affected Environment - Soil and Biological Crusts 

The predominant soil association (75 percent+) within the South Steens HMA is 
Ninemile-Westbutte-Carryback.  These soils are well-drained, shallow, and moderately 
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deep soils that formed in residuum and colluvium and tend towards gravelly to very 
cobbly loams or stony to cobbly clays with areas of silty clay loam. They’re found on 
plateaus, hills, and mountains that receive 12 to 16 inches of precipitation.  Slopes range 
from 0–65 percent leading to a moderate hazard of water erosion.  The associated native 
vegetation communities are mountain big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata spp. vaseyana) 
and low sagebrush (Artemisia arbuscula) with needlegrass species (Achnatherum sp.) and 
Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis). 

Two other associations are also found within the HMA, but make up less than 25 percent 
of the HMA. They include Raz-Brace-Anawalt and Reallis-Vergas-Lawen. The Raz
Brace-Anawalt association includes cobbly or stony loams that evolved on hills and 
tablelands. These soils are shallow to moderately deep, generally well-drained, and have 
a low potential for wind erosion and low to moderate potential for water erosion.  These 
soils of cold plateaus and uplands support native vegetative communities dominated by 
Wyoming big sagebrush, low sagebrush, needlegrass species and bluebunch wheatgrass.  
The Reallis-Vergas-Lawen soil complex consists of very deep, well-drained soils that 
formed in gravelly or loamy alluvium and eolian materials derived from volcanic rocks 
and wind and water deposited sediments.  This complex is found on alluvial fans, lake 
terraces and in depressions on plateaus and has slopes of 0–8 percent.  The complex 
ranges from a loamy to sandy loam texture and is well-drained with slow to moderate 
permeability resulting in a low to moderate risk of wind and water erosion.  Native 
vegetation commonly found in this soil complex is:  basin big sagebrush (Artemisia 
tridentata spp. tridentata), Wyoming big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata spp. 
wyomingensis), bluebunch wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata), Thurber's needlegrass 
(Achnatherum thurberianum), Sandberg bluegrass (Poa secunda), needle and thread 
grass (Hesperostipa comate), Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides), basin wildrye 
(Leymus cinereus), and western needlegrass (Achnatherum occidentale).  

Identification of biological soil crusts at the species level is often not practical for 
fieldwork. The use of some basic morphological groups simplifies the situation.  Cover 
and frequency can be recorded by taxa or morphological groups and are often good 
indicators of the ecological and hydrological status of the landscape (Belnap et al. 2001). 
Using a classification scheme proposed in 1994 we can divide microbiota such as 
biological soil crusts into three groups based on their physical location in relation to the 
soil: hypermorphic (above ground), perimorphic (at ground) and cryptomorphic (below 
ground). 

The morphological groups are:  

1. Cyanobacteria - Perimorphic/cryptomorphic. 
2. Algae - Perimorphic/cryptomorphic. 
3. Micro-fungi - Cryptomorphic/perimorphic. 
4. Short moss (under10mm) - Hypermorphic. 
5. Tall moss (over 10mm) - Hypermorphic. 
6. Liverwort - Hypermorphic 
7. Crustose lichen - Perimorphic. 
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8. Gelatinous lichen - Perimorphic. 
9. Squamulose lichen - Perimorphic. 
10. Foliose lichen - Perimorphic. 
11. Fruticose lichen - Perimorphic. 

Morphological groups 4, 5, 7, 8, and 9 would likely be the dominant groups represented 
in the project area. Depending on precipitation amounts and microsites, groups 6, 10, and 
11 may also be well-represented where the site specific conditions required for their 
growth exist. Morphological groups 1, 2, and 3 are difficult to discern in the field as they 
require specialized tools which are not easily useable in the field.  Soil surface 
microtopography and aggregate stability are important contributions from biological soil 
crusts as they increase the residence time of moisture and reduce erosional processes.  
The influence of biological soil crusts on infiltration rates and hydraulic conductivity 
varies greatly; generally speaking, infiltration rates increase in pinnacled crusts and 
decrease in flat crust microtopography.  The northern Great Basin has a rolling BSC 
microtopography and the infiltration rates are probably intermediate compared to flat or 
pinnacled crustal systems.  Factors influencing distribution of BSCs (TR-1730-2) include, 
but are not limited to:  elevation, soils and topography, percent rock cover, timing of 
precipitation, and disturbance. 

Possible disturbances that have occurred within the HMA include, but are not limited to:  
effects from livestock grazing, vehicles, wild horses and recreation.  The specific 
contribution of these activities to current BSC condition and cover is not discernable 
from other historic disturbances. 

Environmental Consequences Soils and Biological Crusts 

For the purposes of this analysis, the cumulative effects analysis area for soils/BSCs is at 
the HMA scale. Past ground-disturbing activities affecting soils/BSCs within the HMA 
include the construction of range improvement projects, livestock grazing, wild horse 
use, recreation and hunting. 

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Wild horses, much like livestock, tend to congregate around areas where  .....resources are 
plentiful, such as water sources. When horse numbers increase, the impacts to soils and 
biological soil crusts (e.g. soil compaction) increase.  Soils become compacted in a 
greater radius from the resources with BSC loss within the same radius as a result of the 
soil compaction.  Removal of excess wild horses would prevent larger areas of 
compaction and BSC loss and the application of fertility treatment would slow down the 
reproduction rate with the same outcome.  Removal and slowing the growth rate would 
also prevent over grazing by wild horses. Loss of vegetation exposes soils and BSCs to 
wind and water erosion which would lead to excessive loss.  Because the gather sites 
would be in areas used in prior gathers or in areas where disturbance has already 
occurred, soil and biological soil crusts would not be impacted.  
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Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility Treatment 

Environmental consequences would be similar to the proposed action with the exception of  
not slowing the growth rate (which would potentially increase the intervals for gathers). 
Alternative C:  Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Environmental consequences would be the same as the proposed action. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Environmental consequences would be the same as alternative B. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Under the No Action Alternative, wild horse numbers would increase at a rate of  
approximately 20 percent per year with no gathering to the lowest AML.  Increases in  
horse numbers would lead to excessive overgrazing which would expose soils to wind  
and water erosion and remove biological soil crusts from the HMA.  Larger areas around 
water resources would become compacted as animal numbers increase.  Increased loss of 
BSC across the HMA would occur as wild horses utilize more of the area looking for 
resources as they become scarce. 

I. Wild and Scenic Rivers 

Affected Environment - WSRs 

There are approximately 26 miles of WSRs within the boundary of the South Steens 
HMA. The creeks and rivers within the HMA boundary are part of the Redband Trout 
Reserve, a congressionally designated area set aside to maintain the genetic integrity of 
the redband trout, a native species.  WSRs located within the South Steens HMA are 
popular destinations for visitors.  Hunting, fishing, hiking, and camping are the most 
popular activities within the WSR corridor.  Visitors use the existing access routes for 
motorized recreation as well as for access to their WSR destination  

The segments of WSRs are summarized in Table 12, following: 
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Table 12: Summary of Wild and Scenic Rivers in the HMA Boundaries. 

Segment Description Outstanding 
Resource 
Values 

(ORVs)6 

Miles Acres In Wilderness 

Donner und Blitzen WSR Segments 

A 
7 Donner und Blitzen S,G,R,F,W,V 13.9 2,540 Except 19 acres in 

Page Springs 
Campground and 
73 other acres 

C7 South Fork 
Donner und Blitzen 

S,G,R,F,W,V 14.9 BLM 
3.0 Private 

2,730 BLM 
758 Private 

Except 67 acres in 
a WSA 

G8 Mud Creek S,R,F,W 5.1 1,515 Yes 

H8 Ankle Creek S,R,F,W 6.0 BLM 
2.1 Private 

1,656 BLM 
638 Private 

Yes 

I8 South Fork 
Ankle Creek 

S,R,F,W 1.6 476 Yes 

Environmental Consequences - Wild and Scenic Rivers 

For the purposes of this analysis, the Cumulative Effects Analysis Area (CEAA) for Wild 
and Scenic Rivers is the South Steens HMA.  Past and present actions have influenced 
the existing environment within the South Steens HMA.  The RFFAs in or around the 
South Steens HMA contributing to cumulative effects to WSR Outstanding Resource 
Values (ORVs), include hunting and other recreational pursuits, ongoing maintenance of 
existing range improvements, wild horse utilization, periodic wild horse gathers to 
maintain horse numbers within the AML, wildlife use, fire rehabilitation actions, ongoing 
noxious weed treatments, the North Steens Project, the Comprehensive Recreation Plan, 
and the South Steens AMP DR. The Comprehensive Recreation Plan EA proposes to 
increase the number of designated trails which cross or lie within WSR corridors, 
improving the recreational ORV through better access.  

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Effects to the WSR ORVs within the HMA are as follows: 

Scenic 

Gathering operations would have no effect on the Scenic ORV because gathering wild 
horses does not affect landforms or naturalness.  

6 ORVs: S=Scenery, G=Geological, R=Recreational, F=Fish, W=Wildlife, V=Vegetation, B=Botanical 
7 Rivers Designated by the 1988 Omnibus Oregon WSRs Act.

Note: River miles may vary slightly from the 1988 legislation due to improvements in mapping data.

8 Rivers designated by the Steens Act of 2000. 
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 Geologic 

Gathering operations would have no effect on the Geologic ORV because gathering wild 
horses has no impact on rare, unusual, or unique geological features. 

Recreational 

The effects to the Recreational ORV would be helicopter over-flights while wild horses 
are being gathered which would affect recreation activities during the gather operation. 
The sights and sounds of helicopters herding or searching for horses could disturb visitors 
who may be hunting or bird-watching or searching for solitude.  Once the wild horse 
gather has been completed there would be no more impacts to WSRs. 

Fish 

Gathering operations would have no effect on the Fish ORVs because trap locations 
typically are placed on dry land.  However, horses cross the South Fork of Donner und 
Blitzen WSR while being herded and may disturb the bank and river bottom while doing 
so. The impact to fish ORV’s is not measurable because the disturbance is small relative 
to the size of the river. See Fish section for further detail on individual fish populations. 

 Wildlife 

Gathering operations would have no effect on the Wildlife ORV as it would have no 
effect to diversity and overall population of wildlife.  The ORV would remain unchanged 
and therefore unaffected. 

Vegetation 

Gathering operations would have no effect on the Vegetation ORV because the diversity 
of plant communities would remain unchanged during and after the gather. 

Alternative B: Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Vaccination 

Effects would be similar to Alternative A.  This alternative would result in population 
management gathers more frequently based on the herd growth rate.  The high end of 
AML would be observed earlier under this alternative than under alternative A (given 
effective fertility vaccination).  Effects to WSR ORVs would be observed earlier under 
this alternative as compared to Alternative A.

 Alternative C: Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Effects would be similar to Alternative A as the gathering operation actions are the same.  
Application of fertility vaccinations and gelding of stallions returned to the HMA would 
prolong the time until the next gather because the herd would take longer to grow in 
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population. Increasing time between gathers reduces the cumulative effect to the 
Recreation ORV by reducing interruptions to solitude created by the use of helicopters.  

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Effects would be similar to those discussed under Alternative B because the gathering 
operation actions are the same with the exception of the gate cut removal which has no 
effect to WSR ORVs. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Effects to the WSR ORVs within the HMA are as follows: 

Scenic 

An expanding population of wild horses is expected to create resource damage in areas of 
high usage. Examples include riparian areas along the WSR river banks (trampling by 
hooves) and fence damage (such as knocking down fence posts) along boundaries.  
Resource damage caused by wild horses diminishes the naturalness component of the 
Scenic ORV. 

Geologic 

The No Action Alternative would have no effect on the Geologic ORV because wild 
horses have no impact on rare, unusual, or unique geological features. 

Recreational 

Recreational activities of visitors would be affected by the wild horses under the No 
Action alternative in the following way:  game animals and wild horses competing for the 
same resources could affect hunter success rates by driving game animals out of the area 
to look for water and forage due to the increased population of wild horses. 

Fish 

The No Action Alternative could affect the fish ORV.  An increasing population of wild 
horses could lead to a decrease in water quality through stream bank degradation which 
could harm the RTR.  

 Wildlife 

The no action alternative may affect wildlife when an increasing population of wild 
horses crowds out other wildlife when competing for water, forage, and habitat. 
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 Vegetation 

The No Action alternative could affect the vegetation ORV.  A wild horse population 
over AML can create damage to vegetation through hoof trampling and when they rip 
vegetation from the ground as they eat.  These actions create areas where invasive weeds 
can germinate in the disturbed soil.  Invasive weeds such as cheatgrass and medusahead 
could create a monoculture of vegetation.  The affect could exist wherever wild horses 
find access to the river. 

J. Wilderness 

Affected Environment - Wilderness 

There are 43,113 acres of the Designated Steens Mountain Wilderness lying within the 
South Steens HMA. Some of the most unique attributes of Steens Mountain Wilderness 
are scenic vistas and spectacular geology. Visitors can experience a diversity of habitats 
above tree line, where climate and thin soils result in a belt of grasses, low-growing 
plants, and stunted, wind-formed shrubs.  At the base of the mountain where water is 
scarce, sagebrush is common.  Stands of quaking aspen occur along streams while 
mountain mahogany occupies the drier ridge tops.  Visitors may see large raptors such as 
golden eagles; mammals such as pronghorn antelope; or even a piece of living history, 
South Steens wild horses, descendants of horses escaped from early explorers, settlers, 
miners, Indians, and ranchers.  Many other unique features within Steens Mountain 
Wilderness are described as ORVs of the designated WSRs. 

Environmental Consequences - Wilderness: 

There are reasonably foreseeable future actions occurring because of other administrative 
actions taking place in or around the project area: 

The North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project EIS uses prescribed fire and mechanical 
treatments to control juniper within the project area, however the plan states the 
continuation of current management, which may use wildland fire to meet resource 
objectives or other NEPA, would be used in the wilderness.  Fire is a natural part of the 
ecological process and would have no affect to wilderness values. 

The Comprehensive Recreation Plan EA proposes additional designated trails within the 
wilderness. Designation of additional trails may increase visitor use which could affect 
solitude through increased visitor encounters; however, additional proposed wilderness 
access points would also be created in the plan to provide more dispersed recreation  
opportunities. Visitors recreating in the wilderness may encounter the horse gather 
operations and the wilderness characteristic of solitude may be diminished.  
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Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Under the Proposed Action helicopter drive trapping and bait/water trapping would 
occur in the wilderness. The 2012 BLM 6340 Management of Designated 
Wilderness Areas (Section 1.6[C][20]) allows the use of prohibited uses when they are 
necessary to meet the minimum requirements for administering the area for the purpose 
of the Wilderness Act or where the uses are required under the Wild Free-Roaming Horse 
and Burro Act of 1971.  The Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG) will be 
used to determine when prohibited uses—such as motorized or mechanized vehicles, 
motorized equipment, and installations (such as traps, temporary corrals, and fences)— 
are permissible for the management of wild horses and burros (BLM Manual 6340). The 
MRDG for actions proposed in this document can be found in Appendix J. 

Helicopter drive trapping of wild horses would occur in wilderness where alternative 
non-wilderness public land locations are available.  Traps would be set up adjacent to 
roads, close enough for vehicles with trailers to access the site to remove horses.  
These traps would be set up for up to approximately one week at a time, but typically 
for only 2–3 days. 

Where wild horses are found in the wilderness, bait or water traps would be set up in 
known wild horse watering and foraging areas adjacent to roads, close enough for 
vehicles with trailers to access the site to remove horses. 

Effects to Wilderness Character are the following: 

 Untrammeled 

Herding, capturing, transporting, and caring for wild horses are impairing to the 
untrammeled wilderness characteristic because humans are controlling the natural 
population growth of the wild horses by artificially culling the herd. 

Undeveloped 

There would be no effect to the undeveloped characteristic because there would be no 
permanent developments or installations in the wilderness. 

 Naturalness 

The natural distribution of the wild horse population within the wilderness portion of the 
HMA would be altered by gathering as horses are herded and pushed towards the capture 
area during a helicopter gather.  Naturalness would be diminished by this action but it 
would be short term, approximately one week. Removing enough wild horses to bring the 
population down to AML would restore an ecological balance between wildlife, wild 
horses, and livestock, ensuring long-term naturalness is maintained or improved. 
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Outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation 

During helicopter gather operations solitude in wilderness would be affected by the sight 
and sound of the helicopter. These impacts would be limited to those areas of Steens 
Mountain Wilderness where the gathering is taking place and would last approximately 
two weeks. Once the wild horse gather is completed, solitude would no longer be 
affected. 

During helicopter gather operations, primitive and unconfined recreation opportunities 
would be constrained by the presence of the helicopter. For example:  hunters stalking 
game may be disturbed by the noise and sight of helicopters conducting low altitude 
flights. Birdwatchers spotting or photographing birds may be disturbed in the same way.  
These effects would only occur within the vicinity of gathering operations.  Once the 
gather is complete, opportunities for primitive and unconfined recreation would return.  

Alternative B:  Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Effects would be similar to Alternative A:  Proposed Action, with the additional point 
that it could also result in gathers being conducted more often than in other alternatives.  
The fertility vaccination used in Alternative A would reduce the population growth of 
animals returned to the wild.  Animals returned to the wild without the vaccination, as in 
this alternative, could produce more offspring compared to the proposed action over the 
same period of time.  Increasing the number of gathers would increase the cumulative 
effects to the wilderness characteristics of untrammeled, naturalness, and outstanding 
opportunities for solitude.  Cumulative effects can be seen in the number of days the 
actions take place over the ten-year period of analysis.

 Alternative C: Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Effects would be the same as Alternative A:  Proposed Action. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Effects would be similar to those discussed under Alternative B. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Under Alternative E, No Action Alternative, no gather would occur and no additional 
management actions would be undertaken to control the size or sex ratio of the wild horse 
population at this time.  Current estimates of wild horses on the range indicate there are 
460 horses within the HMA. Within one normal gather cycle, 4 years, wild horse numbers 
would increase to approximately 952 horses under the no action alternative.  Wild horses 
ranging outside the HMA would remain in areas outside the HMA not designated for their 
management. 
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Untrammeled 

Not culling the herd could result in overpopulation and resource degradation thereby 
affecting other wilderness characteristics such as naturalness or recreation.

 Undeveloped 

There would be no effect to the undeveloped characteristic because there are no 
developments or installations. 

 Naturalness 

Naturalness would be affected in the following ways:  The wild horse population would 
grow unchecked which enhances the naturalness characteristic.  However, an unchecked 
population of wild horses could affect other ecological conditions in congregation areas 
and around sensitive riparian areas where wild horses gather for water and forage, and 
other wildlife may be crowded out as the population of wild horses continues to grow. 

Outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation 

There would be no effect to outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and 
unconfined type of recreation as no helicopter overflights or traps would be set up in the 
wilderness. 

Other unique components reflecting the character of this wilderness are: 

Horseback riding is considered a heritage and cultural resource of the Steens Mountain 
ranching community. Horseback riding is a traditional skill of the Steens Mountain 
ranching community. This skill would not be recognized or practiced under this 
alternative as no action would be taken to control the wild horse population.  

K. Wilderness Study Areas 

The affected environment has three wilderness study areas (WSA).  Wilderness 
characteristics are summarized from Volume I of the Oregon BLM Wilderness Study 
Report (1991). 

Home Creek WSA: was reduced to 1,165 acres from 26,590 with designation of Steens 
Mountain Wilderness.    

  Naturalness 

Home Creek WSA is in a natural condition.  The WSA has good populations of 
pronghorn antelope and chukar and provides habitat for a variety of nongame species.  
There are no unnatural features in the 1,165 acre WSA. 
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 Solitude 

Opportunities for solitude in Home Creek WSA are outstanding.  These opportunities are 
enhanced by vegetative screening and the remoteness of the Home Creek WSA. 

Primitive and Unconfined Recreation 

Home Creek WSA offers outstanding opportunities for hunting, wildlife viewing, 
camping, and horseback riding.  Game species include mule deer, pronghorn antelope, 
and chukars. 

 Supplemental values 

The identified special features of wildlife, geology, and scenery for Home Creek WSA 
are now in Steens Mountain Wilderness. 

The South Fork Donner und Blitzen River WSA: was reduced to 27,969 acres from 
37,555 with designation of Steens Mountain Wilderness.   

  Naturalness 

South Fork Donner und Blitzen River WSA is in a relatively natural condition.  Juniper 
and low sagebrush are the dominant vegetation.  The WSA provides habitat for a variety 
of big game, upland game birds, and other wildlife species.  The WSA contains 30 
unnatural features: 15 reservoirs, 11 ways totaling 28 miles, a corral, 2 fences totaling 2 
miles, and an old, abandoned habitation.  (The number of unnatural features has not been 
adjusted to reflect new structures in the WSA or changes resulting from the designation 
of wilderness). 

Solitude 

Opportunities for solitude in South Fork Donner und Blitzen River WSA are outstanding.  
The WSA's size, numerous shallow drainages, deeper river tributaries, and juniper trees 
enhance the opportunities for a visitor to find seclusion. 

Primitive and Unconfined Recreation 

South Fork Donner und Blitzen River WSA has outstanding opportunities for primitive 
recreation. Day hiking, backpacking, camping, and horseback riding opportunities are 
available. Water and camping spots are available throughout the WSA.  Game species in 
the WSA include mule deer, pronghorn antelope, elk, and upland game birds. 

  Supplemental values 

A Greater Sage-Grouse strutting area is located in South Fork Donner und Blitzen River 
WSA. Greater Sage-Grouse is a BLM special status species. 
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Blitzen River WSA: was reduced to 31,737 acres from 55,880 with designation of 
Steens Mountain Wilderness.   

  Naturalness 

Blitzen River WSA is in a relatively natural condition.  The WSA contains a variety of 
wildlife habitats with a diversity of animals.  There are 84 unnatural features:  52 
reservoirs, one developed spring, a 2-mile irrigation ditch, 12 fences totaling 33 miles, 
and 18 ways totaling 58 miles.  (The number of unnatural features has not been adjusted 
to reflect new structures in the WSA or changes resulting from designation of 
wilderness). Many of the developments and ways are visible from the higher elevations 
around them.  The fences are generally screened by topography or vegetation. Outside 
influences include several small reservoirs along the west boundary, the Page Springs 
Campground, and a power line along the northwest boundary. 

Solitude 

Blitzen River WSA has outstanding opportunities for solitude.  The area contains a 
substantial amount of topographic and vegetative screening.  There are small portions of 
the WSA, mostly near the western border, where finding seclusion would be difficult 
because of the area’s lack of topographic or vegetative screening. 

Primitive and Unconfined Recreation 

Blitzen River WSA provides outstanding opportunities for primitive recreation.  These 
activities include day hiking, backpacking, camping, horseback riding, hunting, wildlife 
viewing, sightseeing, and photography. Game species include mule deer, pronghorn 
antelope, elk, and chukars. 

 Supplemental values 

Special features of Blitzen River WSA are scenic quality and wildlife.  The topography 
of the WSA offers spectacular scenery of ridges covered by juniper and sagebrush, 
intermixed with outcroppings of dark basalt rock.  Special wildlife features include a 
Greater Sage-Grouse strutting ground and mule deer winter range.  Greater Sage-Grouse 
is a BLM special status species. 

Environmental Consequences  

There are RFFAs occurring because of other administrative actions taking place in or 
around the project area. 

The Comprehensive Recreation Plan EA proposes to increase visitor use through 
additional designated trails within the WSAs.  Designation of additional trails may 
increase visitor use which could affect solitude through increased visitor encounters.  
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Visitors recreating in the WSA may encounter the horse gather operations and the 
wilderness characteristic of solitude may be diminished.  

The South Steens AMP EA would increase the number of developments within the 
project area. Developments impair the undeveloped character of WSAs.  However the 
only developments in this WSA are protection fences around two springs which would 
cause minimal effects to the WSA and therefore will not be discussed further.  

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

Under the Proposed Action helicopter drive trapping and bait/water trapping would occur 
in WSA. The 2012 BLM Manual 6330 Management of Wilderness Study Areas provides 
for wild horse and burro populations to be “[M]anaged at appropriate management levels 
so as to not exceed the productive capacity of the habitat (as determined by available 
science and monitoring activities), to ensure a thriving natural ecological balance, and to 
prevent impairment of wilderness characteristics, watershed function, and ecological 
processes. The BLM should limit population growth or remove excess animals as 
necessary to prevent the impairment of the WSA” (BLM Manual 6330, Chapter 
1.6.D.10.a). 

The manual also allows for “[T]emporary traps [to be] located within WSAs for the 
effective removal of animals in excess of the appropriate management level established 
for the herd area”, when practical alternatives do not exist….  Also, “Vehicles necessary 
for set-up and take-down of traps and for transporting excess wild horses and burros 
away from the area may be driven off of existing primitive routes or boundary roads on a 
route specified through the NEPA analysis” (BLM Manual 6330, Chapter 1.6.D.10.c).   

To conform with BLM Manual 6330, “at the completion of the gather [or bait/water 
trapping], all facilities must be removed, the route used for trap access closed to motor 
vehicles until it is restored to the original condition, and any new access route and trap 
area rehabilitated so that the route is no longer visible to subsequent motor vehicle 
operators” (Chapter 1.6.D.10.c). 

  Naturalness 

Naturalness in the WSA is affected by herding wild horses with a helicopter and the use 
of traps to collect and transfer them to trailers for transport. The natural distribution of 
horses across the WSA is altered when the helicopter herds them toward the trap area but 
this is short term, approximately one week in duration. The use of traps, while necessary 
for the effective removal of animals in excess of the AML established for the herd area, 
leaves a surface disturbance from setting up the trap and from the path created by the 
horses when entering the trap which diminishes naturalness.  These impacts would be 
limited to those areas of the WSA where the gathering is taking place.  However, any 
tracks or disturbances caused by the vehicles or trap setups would be rehabilitated.  Once 
the wild horse gather is completed, naturalness would no longer be affected. 
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 Solitude 

During gather operations solitude in the WSA would be affected by the sight and sound 
of the helicopter disturbing the solitude of visitors to the WSA.  These impacts would be 
limited to those areas of the WSA where the gathering is taking place.  Once the wild 
horse gather is completed, solitude would no longer be affected.  

Primitive and Unconfined Recreation 

During all gather operations, primitive and unconfined recreation opportunities would be 
constrained by the presence of the helicopter.  For example:  hunters stalking game would 
be disturbed by the noise and sight of helicopters conducting low altitude flights; 
birdwatchers spotting or photographing birds would be disturbed in the same way.  These 
effects would only occur within the vicinity of gathering operations.  Once the gather is 
completed, opportunities for primitive and unconfined recreation would return. 

Supplemental values 

Supplemental values are not affected. 

Alternative B:  Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Effects would be similar to Alternative A with the additional point that it could also result 
in gathers being conducted more often than in other alternatives.  The fertility vaccination 
used in alternative A would reduce the population growth of animals returned to the wild.  
Animals returned to the wild without the vaccination, as in this alternative, could produce 
more offspring compared to the proposed action over the same period of time.  Increasing 
the number of gathers would increase the cumulative effects to the wilderness 
characteristics of naturalness and outstanding opportunities for solitude.  Cumulative 
effects can be seen in the number of days the actions take place over the ten-year period 
of analysis. 

 Alternative C: Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Effects would be the same as Alternative A. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Effects would be similar to those discussed under Alternative B. 
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Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

  Naturalness 

Wild horse populations which continually increase from year to year would affect the 
ecological balance of the WSA in the following ways:  The WSAs share water sources 
and forage among wild horses, wildlife, and cattle, therefore, an increasing population of 
wild horses would take up more water and forage;more wild horses would cause more 
damage at sensitive riparian areas; and as wild horse populations increase because they 
thrive in the environment, other stable populations of wildlife would be crowded out of 
foraging and watering opportunities, diminishing naturalness.  Sensitive riparian areas 
would have an increased area of disturbance because there would be more horses 
trampling the ground while they watered, also diminishing naturalness. 

Solitude 

There would be no effects to solitude because there would be no gather. 

Primitive and Unconfined Recreation 

Effects to primitive and unconfined recreation would be gradual and occur over a period 
of years. As the population of wild horses becomes larger they would compete for water 
and forage with other wildlife such as deer, elk, antelope, and others.  The wild horses 
could crowd out the game animals, forcing them to move into other areas of the Steens.  
Decreasing numbers of game animals due to an increasing population of wild horses 
diminishes the primitive and unconfined recreation character of the WSA. 

 Supplemental values 

There would be no effects to supplemental values of the WSA. 

L. Special Status Species and Habitat ‐	Sage‐grouse 

Affected Environment - Sage-grouse 

Greater Sage-Grouse use the HMA yearlong and have ten leks within the HMA,  ... four of  
which are known to be active at this time.  The other six have intermittent use, where 
they are used some years and not others (for more information contact ODFW). 

Table 13: Greater Sage-Grouse Habitat by Type. 
Greater Sage-Grouse Habitat Acres Percent 

Preliminary Priority Habitat (PPH) 83,948 64% 
Preliminary General Habitat (PGH) 47,082 36% 

TOTAL 131,030 100% 

Approximately 64 percent of the South Steens HMA is designated PPH and 36 percent is 
PGH. Nest sites were located in the area during a radio telemetry study from 1997 to 
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2000. Approximately 65 percent of nests were within two miles of a lek and 83 percent 
were within 3 miles of a lek.  Seventy percent of the HMA is within three miles of a lek 
site. In a study conducted in South Steens Allotment, nest sites were determined to be 
located mostly in big sagebrush/mountain shrub vegetation types with about one-third of 
nests occurring in low sagebrush sites (Crawford et al. 2000).  Since most sage-grouse 
hens nest during late March to Early April, new growth of perennial grasses is minimal 
and previous years’ (residual) grass growth provides cover for nesting.  Nest success for 
sage-grouse is higher when sagebrush canopy cover is high and residual tall grass cover 
is present at the nest site (Gregg et al. 1994, DeLong et al 1995).  Residual grass cover 
provides horizontal screening at the nest site, which blocks the view from predators.  
Brood rearing also occurs within the HMA, but with few meadow areas in the HMA, 
sage-grouse hens would be expected to move to higher elevations or south to Home 
Creek. During the summer months, sage-grouse seek water, usually associated with wet 
meadows and succulent vegetation (Call and Maser 1985).  Sage-grouse winter in lower 
elevations of the HMA, depending on snow depth during the winter.  Sage-grouse rely 
heavily on sagebrush leaves for food during the winter, and as such choose areas where 
there is sagebrush above the snow or on windswept areas. 

Anderson and McCuistion (2008) found grazing management (including horses) when 
upland birds are present should be flexible but limited to a light to moderate use (30 
percent-50 percent utilization), using deferred or rest-rotation grazing to limit grazing 
disturbances during critical bird life stages such as nesting.  They concluded light to 
moderate use can increase forb quality and quantity since it can delay the maturation of 
forbs, extending availability throughout the growing season.  Adams et al. (2004) 
suggests that light to moderate grazing encourages the height and cover of sagebrush and 
other native species during nesting seasons, and light grazing is used to create patches in 
the vegetation, increasing the herbage of species preferred by sage-grouse, especially 
during nest and brood rearing.  Sage-grouse often prefer the lightly grazed area and 
desired grazing intensity should be light to moderate to meet their needs for litter and 
cover. While sage-grouse like some patchiness in grazing, due to increased forb 
production that may occur on these sites, impacts associated with heavy use often occur 
in preferred habitat (such as riparian areas).  In general for sage-grouse, the desirable 
grazing regime and distribution would result in healthy vegetation with good cover and 
small patches of moderate to heavy use; poor grazing practices would result in large areas 
of uniform grazing at heavy grazing intensities. Adams found that light to moderate 
grazing can improve both the plant vigor and the productivity of grass and forb 
communities, which in turn increases the amount of cover and food vegetation available.  
This uniformity occurs when grazing animals have access to all forage, and are forced to 
utilize both palatable and unpalatable species within the pasture, with no topography, 
cover, or water factors limiting the use (Coughenour et al. 1991). France et al. (2008) 
found that in more arid sites sagebrush cover provides the bulk of screening cover (for 
wildlife including sage-grouse) which is contradictory to other research that emphasizes 
the role of herbaceous cover for screening.  Due to the complexities of sagebrush 
communities and the variation in grazing effects on these communities, it can be difficult 
to draw large-scale conclusions regarding the impact of current grazing on sage-grouse 
(Crawford et al. 2004). 
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The “Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Assessment and Strategy for Oregon” (Hagen 
2011), hereafter referred to as The Strategy, contains guidelines for wild horse 
management as it relates to sagebrush habitat management (pg. 104), it states, “The 
management goals for wild horses are to manage them as components of the public lands 
in a manner that preserves and maintains a thriving natural ecological balance in a 
multiple use relationship.  Wild horses are managed in twenty Herd Management Areas 
(HMAs) that involve 2.8 million acres of public land, primarily in Southeastern OR.”  
The recommended conservation guidelines for wild horses from the strategy are: 

1)  The cumulative Appropriate Management Level (AML) for horse numbers  
should be kept within current AML (1,351 to 2,650) in herd management areas. 

a)  Management agencies are strongly encouraged to prioritize funding for  
   wild horse round-ups in sage-grouse areas that are over AML. 

b)  Evaluate the AMLs for impacts on sagebrush habitat. 
c)  Further measures may be warranted to conserve sage-grouse habitat 

          even if horses are not at, above, or below appropriate AML for a herd 
management area. 

Effects Common to All Alternatives  

For the purposes of this analysis, the CEAA for SSS extends up to 10 miles beyond the 
HMA boundary to encompass regular movements of sage-grouse that may be using the 
HMA. The total acreage of the HMA plus the CEAA would be approximately 532,987 
acres. Vegetation communities in the HMA are fairly representative of those across the 
CEAA. 

RFFAs in the CEAA that may contribute to cumulative effects to SSS and habitat include 
management activities associated with livestock grazing, hunting and other recreational 
pursuits, and cutting and prescribed burning treatments to reduce encroaching juniper and 
restore habitat. Several thousand acres of treatments are proposed in the CEAA, but 
funding, weather conditions, and other factors will affect timing of implementation.  
Completion of analyzed juniper treatments within the CEAA will improve habitat quality 
for sage-grouse, and decrease the risk of a community altering wildfire that will remove 
habitat. Past and RFFAs, from the previous 15 years, that have affected SSS or their 
habitat in the CEAA are found in Table 14. 

Table 14: Special Status Species - Wildlife Past and RFFAs 

Action 
Past Actions Future Actions 

Acres Miles Number Acres Miles Number 
Wildfire Starts 107 Unknown 
Wildfires 163,660 36 Unknown Unknown 
Known Primitive Campsites 84 Unknown 
Trails 95 39 
Trailheads 4 None 
Recreation Sites 9 None 
Open Roads 785 None 
Closed Roads 181 None 
Fences  457 6 
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Pipeline  4 1 
Exclosures 141 6 17 2 
Water Developments 235 1 
Gravel Pits 689 11 None None 
Cutting 8,264 32 17,063 21 
Piling 3,737 12 2,976 25 
RX Burning 54,305 16,555 21 
Seeding 41,165 45 1,960 4 

Other actions, mainly implementation of the North Steens Ecosystem Restoration Project, 
will affect sage-grouse habitat by removing encroaching juniper from what was believed 
to be suitable nest and brood-rearing habitat prior to juniper encroachment.  Removal of 
juniper will be expected to increase the amount of forage available for livestock, wild 
horses, and wildlife species (including sage-grouse).  This will leave more residual 
nesting cover in the long-term (10-15 years) for sage-grouse.  Cutting, piling, and burning 
of juniper within two miles of lek sites will retain much of the shrub cover and increase 
nesting habitat near leks. Removing juniper may also increase the amount of water 
available in seasonally wet areas that will improve sage-grouse brood-rearing habitat.  
Another project falling within the CEAA is the Miller Homestead Fire Emergency 
Stabilization and Rehabilitation Plan (DOI-BLM-OR-B060-0047-EA).  The Miller 
Homestead Fire occurred in 2012, burning over 160,000 acres of BLM-managed, private, 
and refuge lands, 91 percent of which is considered PPH and 7 percent of which is 
considered PGH, as well as six known leks.  While there are some unburned areas within 
the fire perimeter, they are generally small and very scattered, with the fire removing 
most of the big sagebrush in its interior. Due to limited cover and habitat currently found 
within the burned area, sage-grouse are expected to avoid the area until habitat 
components are restored.  Some of these birds may move into unburned areas near the 
fire, including the South Steens HMA. Projects associated with this plan include seeding 
of the burned area (occurred fall 2012) to minimize ecological damage associated with 
the community altering wildfire that occurred in the fall of 2012.  Two temporary fences 
were also constructed around the rehabilitation area to protect it from livestock and wild 
horse grazing.  These fences are marked with anti-strike markers to reduce the risk of 
collision. Also associated with this project is the planting of sagebrush plugs across the 
burn area in order to help restore sage-grouse habitat in the burned area by providing a 
seed source for sagebrush. 

Within the HMA, and across the Burns District, Aroga moth infestation has been 
contributing to sagebrush mortality, increasing the risk of catastrophic wildfire, and 
decreasing cover and food sources for birds. Mortality caused by Aroga moth has been 
observed in all sagebrush types within the HMA. It is believed sagebrush mortality as a 
result of Aroga moth infestation was at least partially responsible for the large size of the 
Miller Homestead Fire and the limited number/size of unburned patches within the fire 
perimeter.  These habitat component losses can result in declining sage-grouse 
populations due to increased nest predation and early brood mortality associated with 
decreased nest cover and food availability (Braun 1998, p.149; Moynahan 2007, p. 1781).  
Continued Aroga moth infestation within the HMA may result in Rangeland Health 
Standard 5 - Native, T&E, and Locally Important Species not being achieved in the 
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future. The sagebrush plant communities that support sage-grouse are very complex and 
successionally dynamic as are the effects of livestock grazing within these communities, 
often making it difficult to form large-scale conclusions about the impacts of current 
livestock grazing practices on sage-grouse populations (Crawford et al. 2004).  However, 
research suggests it is possible for grazing to be managed in a way that promotes forage 
quality for sage-grouse since grazing can set back succession which may result in 
increased forb presence (Vavra 2005). When grazing management is periodic and allows 
forbs to regrow or prevents their utilization by livestock, the number of forbs available to 
sage-grouse may increase (Vavra 2005).  Anderson and McCuistion (2008) found grazing 
management, when upland birds are present, should be flexible but limited to a light to 
moderate use (30-50 percent utilization), using deferred or rest-rotation grazing to limit 
grazing disturbances during critical bird life stages such as nesting.  They recommended 
light to moderate use in their conclusion; this level can increase forb quality and quantity 
since grazing can delay the maturation of forbs, extending their availability throughout 
the season (Anderson and McCuistion 2008).  Anderson and McCuistion also 
acknowledge the complexity of managing grazing within sage-grouse habitat and 
determined no one grazing system is best suited in all cases, but should be site specific.  
While many of these references specifically refer to livestock, it is concluded that they 
apply to wild horses as well, since they are also grazing animals. 

Environmental Consequences - Sage-grouse 

Alternative A:  Remove Excess Wild Horses and Apply Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment (Proposed Action) 

In this alternative sage-grouse would have the same resources available as are currently 
present within the HMA. Horse numbers would be reduced to AML reducing the 
occurrence of large areas of uniform utilization at heavy intensities on a year round basis.  
Areas within the HMA near water sources would continue to be affected by concentrated 
grazing uses. Portions of the HMA away from existing waterholes and springs would 
have non-grazed areas, which would be expected to provide more suitable nesting sites 
for sage-grouse due to more residual grass cover. This would be expected to be highest in 
areas outside of the current use area during drought years and lowest in these areas during 
wet years since in those years it would be expected that all water sources would have 
water and attract livestock and wild horses while dispersing their use.  Residual grass 
cover provides horizontal screening at nest sites, in addition to screening from shrubs, 
which is believed to reduce predation. Maintaining wild horse numbers with AML would 
aid BLM land managers in their ability to provide quality sage-grouse habitat in the 
quantities needed for their survival and the growth of populations.  This alternative would 
maintain achievement of Rangeland Health Standard 5 with the goal of providing habitats 
that support healthy, productive, and diverse populations and communities of native 
plants and animals (including special status species and species of local importance) 
appropriate to soil, climate, and landform. This alternative would not contribute to the 
decline of sagebrush habitat for sage-grouse or the reduction of sage-grouse populations.  
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Alternative B:  Alternative A without Applying Available and Approved Fertility 
Treatment 

Effects would be the same as Alternative A. 

 Alternative C: Alternative A plus Geld Up to 30 Return Stallions 

Effects would be the same as Alternative A. 

Alternative D:  Gate Cut Removal 

Effects would be the same as Alternative A. 

Alternative E: No Action - Defer Gather and Removal 

Under this alternative horse numbers would continue to increase; resulting in greater use 
of the area and reduction of residual grasses that provide horizontal cover for sage-grouse 
nests. Utilization studies in the HMA are currently showing only localized moderate to 
heavy (41-60 percent to 61-80 percent) use areas around water sources and wild horse 
home ranges.  This alternative would likely expand those moderate to heavy use areas 
with an indefinite increase in wild horse numbers.  Findings from France et al. (2008) 
suggests cattle initially concentrate grazing on plants between shrubs, and begin foraging 
on perennial grasses beneath shrubs as interspace plants are depleted.  It can be assumed 
wild horse use would mimic cattle use of perennial grasses as the more easily accessible 
plants would be grazed first. France et al. (2008) found cattle use of under-canopy 
perennial grass was minimal until standing  crop utilization reached about 40 percent; 
although this utilization level would likely vary depending on sagebrush density, 
sagebrush arrangement (e.g., patchy vs. uniform distribution), bunchgrass structure, and 
accompanying forage production levels.  As utilization levels increase across the HMA 
with increased wild horse numbers it is expected that horizontal screening cover of sage-
grouse nests would decline. An increase in wild horse numbers would also decrease the 
likelihood that individual perennial plants could receive a full growing season of rest 
from wild horse use.  When perennial plants lack adequate growing season rest periods 
where they are able to complete a full reproductive cycle, the plant community 
composition, age class distribution, and productivity of healthy habitats is negatively 
affected thus influencing the ability to achieve Rangeland Health Standard 5 for Native, 
T&E, and Locally Important Species.  Increases in wild horse numbers beyond AML 
could also lead to direct competition between horses and sage-grouse for food sources 
during critical stages of the sage-grouse life cycle (nesting and brood rearing), with less 
available resources for sage-grouse due  to over-utilization of the area by horses.  This 
alternative could, and is expected to, result in lower habitat quality for sage-grouse and 
contribute to the further reduction of sage-grouse habitat and population numbers.    
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CHAPTER IV: CONSULTATION AND COORDINATION 

Steens Mountain Advisory Council (SMAC) was presented with the proposed action and 
alternatives of this EA during a conference call meeting on September 11, 2014.  The group gave 
a majority opinion for BLM to continue maintaining the wild horse population of South Steens 
HMA within AML. 

A letter was mailed to 65 interested parties on April 12, 2013, to notify them of BLM’s intent to 
manage wild horses within AML, specifically the need to address the excess horses above AML.  
In addition, this EA was mailed to the same individuals allowing a 30-day comment period.  

A. Agencies and Individuals Consulted 

Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, Hines, Oregon 

Steens Mountain Advisory Council (SMAC) 


 Grazing Permittees 


B. Interdisciplinary Team 

Daryl Bingham, Fisheries and Riparian Specialist (Riparian, Water Quality, Fisheries)
 
Tom Wilcox, Outdoor Recreation Planner (Wilderness, WSRs, WSAs) 

Eric Haakenson, Outdoor Recreation Planner (Recreation) 

Lisa Grant, Wild Horse and Burro Specialist (Lead Preparer - Wild Horses/Social and 

Economics Values) 

Tara McLain, Realty Specialist (Lands and Realty) 

Caryn Meinicke, Natural Resource Specialist (Vegetation, Soils, BSCs, SSS-Plants) 

Andrew Daniels, Wildlife Biologist (SSS-Animals, Migratory Birds, Wildlife) 

Lesley Richman, District Weed Specialist (Noxious Weeds) 

Scott Thomas, Archaeologist (Cultural Heritage)  

Autumn Toelle, Rangeland Management Specialist (Livestock Grazing Management)
 
Justin DeCroo, Rangeland Management Specialist (Livestock Grazing Management) 


C. Advisory 

Rob Sharp, Supervisory Wild Horse and Burro Specialist 
Pam Keller, GIS Specialist 
Holly Orr, District Planning/Environmental Coordinator 
Rhonda Karges, Andrews Resource Area Field Manager 
Jerry Magee, State Recreation and Wilderness Specialist 
Bob Hopper, State Wild Horse and Burro Specialist and State Range Specialist 
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Appendix D 

Issues Considered But Not Analyzed in Detail 

The following issues were raised by the public or Bureau of Land Management (BLM) during 
scoping and internal reviews for the project.  These issues have been considered but eliminated 
from detailed analysis because they are outside the scope of this analysis or do not relate to how 
the proposed action or alternatives respond to the purpose and need: 

	 Can livestock AUMs be reduced to raise wild horse AUMs?  As a result, can internal 
fences then be removed? 
Response: The Appropriate Management Level (AML) for wild horses as well as the 
livestock forage allocations were reaffirmed in the 2005 Steens Mountain Cooperative 
Management and Protection Area Resource Management Plan/Record of Decision 
(CMPA RMP/ROD) and the Andrews Management Unit (AMU)/RMP/ROD (August 
2005), and those decisions are not being reconsidered in this Environmental Assessment 
(EA). The purpose of this EA is to consider the wild horse population of the South 
Steens Herd Management Area (HMA) and adopt a population management plan for the 
wild horses within the guidelines of current planning documents.  Fence management 
would be addressed in an Allotment Management Plan (AMP) EA or a Herd 
Management Area Plan (HMAP) EA, not a Gather EA.  

	 What is the justification for each fence within the HMA? 
Response: Fence management would not be analyzed in this EA as it does not fit the 
purpose and need. 

	 Will real-time cameras be installed during gather operations? 
Response: No, BLM will not be installing real-time cameras during gather operations.   

	 Where will the “removed” horses go if long term holding facilities are full?  
Response: BLM has never faced the situation where there is absolutely no facility to send 
horses. BLM will ensure there is room at the Burns Facility and other nearby facilities 
when this gather is conducted. Adoption programs would continue and are expected to 
provide the needed space for horses gathered from the South Steens HMA.   

	 Can a spreadsheet be included on the disposition and status of each horse captured in 
2009 so the impacts of the roundup on horses can be adequately assessed?  
Response: The information normally collected during gathers (including the 2009 South 
Steens HMA gather) is age, sex, and color of each animal.  This information is available 
at the Burns District Office through the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA).  The 
FOIA gives you the right to request access to any agency record.  This does not mean, 
however, that an agency will disclose every record requested.  There are statutory 
exemptions that authorize the withholding of information of an appropriately sensitive 
nature. For information on how to write your FOIA request and who to submit it to, 
please go to: www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/res/FOIA/filing_request.html. Further behavioral 
information could be useful for wild horse management.  Determination of the true 
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disposition of a horse is a lengthy process and Burns District BLM does not have the staff 
or funding for such work. 

	 Can the BLM remedy the conditions that cause horses to leave the HMA? 
Response: Normally horses leave an HMA because the resources necessary for a thriving 
natural ecological balance are not present.  Generally this occurs when horse numbers 
exceed the high end of AML or the vegetative or water resources within the HMA have 
changed (e.g. juniper expansion, wildfire, etc.).  It is known that South Steens HMA lacks 
reliable water sources. One additional water source, a well, was authorized under the 
July 16, 2014 South Steens AMP/EA Decision. 

In addition to planning for improved, permanent water sources, BLM has available the 
use of Categorical Exclusions9 that allow placement and use of temporary water troughs, 
(providing no new road construction is needed) and temporary emergency feeding of 
livestock or wild horses and burros during periods of extreme adverse weather conditions.  

	 Can the EA disclose water usage of each oil and gas rig, wind turbine and geothermal 
plant; the number of acres designated for buildings/equipment associated with them; 
and their effects on sage-grouse, wildlife and wild horses? 
Response: This issue is outside the scope of the analysis as there are no oil/gas rigs, wind 
turbines, or geothermal plants within the vicinity of the HMA.   

	 Can cattle guards be retrofitted to allow horses to cross them safely? 
Response: This has been done in other areas and horses are able to cross safely.  
Unfortunately, horses get accustomed to crossing over the retrofit cattle guards and 
cannot differentiate between a retrofit cattle guard and one that is unaltered.  Horses then 
attempt to cross the unaltered cattle guard and fall in leading to injuries and often death.  
Burns District does not have funds to retrofit all the cattle guards within South Steens 
HMA, however we would continue to monitor cattle guards and modify or remove those 
that are found to be dangerous to wild horses or other species. 

	 Are SOPs available to maintain the integrity of social bands during all aspects of the 
gather operation? 
Response: No. BLM aims to keep mares and their dependent foals together during 
gathers and at traps and holding facilities, but not social bands.  Once horses are brought 
to a trap during a gather, it is safer for BLM personnel and for the wild horses if adult 
stallions are separated from the mares and foals as they would continue to fight to protect 
their harem. 

9 Categorical exclusions (CX) are categories of actions that Federal agencies have determined 
do not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment (individually or 
cumulatively) and for which, neither an EA nor an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is 
required (40 CFR 1508.4).  A CX is a form of National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
compliance, without the analysis that occurs in an EA or an EIS.  It is not an exemption from 
the NEPA. 
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	 Can BLM work with Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) to limit or 
eliminate the hunting of mountain lions in the South Steens HMA so they can be used 
as a natural method of population control? 
Response: Population management techniques for mountain lions in the state of Oregon 
are determined by ODFW.  In 2011, ODFW released its Mule Deer Initiative (MDI) with 
a goal to bring mule deer numbers up to the population management objective (the 
number of animals considered compatible with habitat and primary land uses).  The 
Steens Mountain wildlife management unit, which encompasses South Steens HMA, was 
one of five in the state of Oregon to be chosen for initial efforts of the MDI.  ODFW has 
committed additional personnel and resources to actions including predator management 
which entails implementing mountain lion target areas in Steens Mountain unit; 
continuing coyote control in mule deer winter range and fawning areas; and encouraging 
more public hunting of predators. 

	 Could the horse population be managed within AML by catching, treating with 
available and approved fertility control vaccines, and releasing all mares over one year 
of age without having to remove horses from the HMA?  
Response: Fifty-nine mares were administered PZP-22 during the 2009 South Steens 
HMA gather and returned to the HMA.  There were 79 mares total remaining in the 
HMA when the gather was complete; 75 percent had been treated with PZP.  Following 
the gather there was a total of 168 horses remaining in the HMA.  Based upon the direct 
count census of the HMA that occurred in June 2012, the wild horse population was 
already 79 horses over the high end of AML (304 horses).  If the number of horses 
remaining in the HMA following the 2009 gather was truly 168, the annual reproductive 
rate between fall 2009 and spring 2012 would have been approximately 35 percent.  It is 
possible that the total number of horses remaining in the HMA following the 2009 gather 
was higher than the 168 recorded. Burns District BLM found the results from the PZP-22 
administered to the mares returned to the HMA was ineffective and that a catch, treat, 
and release approach to managing wild horse population in South Steens HMA would 
also be ineffective.   

	 How will the wild horse gather affect wilderness characteristics? 
Wilderness characteristics outside of designated wilderness and existing Wilderness 
Study Areas (WSA) would not be analyzed in this EA for the following reasons: 

In 2003, BLM reviewed current conditions and citizen information submitted for the 
lands that currently do not have a WSA or wilderness designation within the South Steens 
Allotment, including the BLM lands contained in three citizens’ wilderness proposals, 
and updated the wilderness inventory. Pursuant to 40 Code of Federal Regulations 
(C.F.R.) § 1502.21, the BLM hereby incorporates its wilderness inventory update by 
reference. The wilderness inventory update considered the standard wilderness criteria of 
size, naturalness, and outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined 
recreation, as described in Section 2(c) of the Wilderness Act.  The BLM used multiple 
resources to complete the wilderness inventory update, including an in-house 
interdisciplinary team with field knowledge of the areas, aerial photographs, BLM 
databases containing records of Rights-of-Way, mineral leases, mining claims, road 
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improvements, and vegetation treatments, and other tools to make their findings.  BLM 
staff made site visits to the field where more information was needed to validate their 
inventory findings. No changes to conditions within South Steens Allotment were 
identified that would modify the findings of the 1980 intensive inventory that had 
evaluated the presence of wilderness characteristics on BLM-administered lands.  The 
CMPA RMP confirmed no new areas within South Steens Allotment were found to have 
wilderness characteristics, but if parcels with wilderness characteristics were present, 
they would not be provided any additional special management status as the protection 
afforded by the CMPA was considered sufficient protection to properly protect and 
manage any wilderness characteristics that might be present (2005 CMPA RMP, RMP
81). In addition, the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals, in December 2010, upheld BLM’s 
findings that these parcels do not possess wilderness values.   

Those portions of the citizen proposed areas that were determined by BLM to lack 
wilderness characteristics were eliminated by BLM primarily due to the lack of 
outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation.  Within 
four of the citizen proposals, the BLM wilderness inventory update did not find 
wilderness characteristics to be present. 

Summary Comparison of Citizen’s Proposed WSAs and BLM’s Findings: 

o	 Blitzen River South - Only subunit B was evaluated.  Subunit A does not meet 
the acreage threshold. Subunit B is generally natural, but lacks outstanding 
opportunities for primitive and unconfined recreation or solitude. 

o	 Roaring Springs - The inventory team could not reach consensus as to the 
naturalness of the unit. However, it does not possess outstanding opportunities 
for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation.  

o	 West Blitzen River - The entire unit was evaluated as an addition to the Blitzen 
River WSA.  The inventory team could not reach consensus as to the naturalness 
of subunit, but it does not possess outstanding opportunities for solitude or 
primitive and unconfined recreation.  Therefore, the unit does not qualify as 
wilderness and would not enhance the wilderness values present in the Blitzen 
River WSA.  

The area east of Hwy 205, in P-Hill Pasture, also does not possess wilderness 
characteristics because the units do not meet the size requirements  

Therefore, wilderness characteristics have been determined not to be present and will not 
be analyzed in this EA. 
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Appendix I 

South Steens HMA Gather Population 

Management Plan EA 


WinEquus Population Modeling 

December 20, 2013 


These population models were run based on the June 2012 direct count aerial inventory of 383 

wild horses plus a 20% population growth rate to account for the 2013 foal crop.  Therefore, at 

the time these models were run there were an estimated 460 horses in South Steens HMA.   


No Action 

Average Growth Rate in
10 Years 

Lowest Trial 14.2 
10th Percentile 17.0 
25th Percentile 18.3 
Median Trial 19.6 
75th Percentile 20.7 
90th Percentile 21.8 
Highest Trial 23.3 

Population Sizes in 11 Years*
Minimum Average Maximum

Lowest Trial 410 1112 1959 
10th Percentile 472 1236 2474 
25th Percentile 483 1315 2738 
Median Trial  499 1444  3012 
75th Percentile 535 1591 3355 
90th Percentile 569 1709 3811 
Highest Trial 678 2170 4738 

* 0 to 20+ year-old horses 

Proposed Action 

Average Growth Rate in
10 Years 

Lowest Trial 10.2 
10th Percentile 14.2 
25th Percentile 15.7 
Median Trial 17.5 
75th Percentile 19.0 
90th Percentile 19.6 
Highest Trial 23.2 

Population Sizes in 11 Years*
Minimum Average Maximum


Lowest Trial 136 272 481 

10th Percentile 159 294 544 

25th Percentile 172 305 560 

Median Trial  180 318  599 

75th Percentile 188 350 646 

90th Percentile 194 363 686 

Highest Trial 207 402 800 


* 0 to 20+ year-old horses 

Totals in 11 Years*
 Gathered Removed Treated 

Lowest Trial 897 484 54 
10th Percentile 1026 558 69 
25th Percentile 1060 604 80 
Median Trial 1115 676 87 
75th Percentile 1230 764 95 
90th Percentile 1284 824 101 
Highest Trial 1408 927 113 

* 0 to 20+ year-old horses 
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Alternatives B, C, and D 

Average Growth Rate in Population Sizes in 11 Years*
10 Years Minimum Average Maximum

Lowest Trial 13.3 Lowest Trial 134 279 466 
10th Percentile 16.4 10th Percentile 162 297 530 
25th Percentile 18.4 25th Percentile 173 303 565 
Median Trial 19.9 Median Trial  181 310 601 
75th Percentile 21.4 75th Percentile 188 318 632 
90th Percentile 22.3 90th Percentile 195 326 683 
Highest Trial 25.5 Highest Trial 204 348 904 

* 0 to 20+ year-old horses 

Totals in 11 Years*
 Gathered Removed 

Lowest Trial 567 542 

10th Percentile 677 646 

25th Percentile 733 705 

Median Trial 780 751 
75th Percentile 830 797 

90th Percentile 872 836 

Highest Trial 962 930 


* 0 to 20+ year-old horses 
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